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Abstract 

The thesis analyses two modern surprise attacks - the 1982 Falklands War between 

Argentina and Great Britain; and the 2016 April War (also known as the Four Days War) 

among Azerbaijan, Armenia, and de facto Republic of Nagorno Karabakh. Using literature 

of the Theory of Surprise, the study tries to determine the reasons why states chose the 

strategy of surprise, and how did they decide on the timing of the wars. It also displays the 

shortcomings inherent in the strategy of surprise, and points out where the mistakes, false 

assumptions of the belligerents in these two cases studies lay. Finally, a comparative study 

of the cases highlights the ideas that can improve a state’s preparedness and hopefully avoid 

surprise attacks in the future.   

 

Abstrakt 

Práce analyzuje dva moderní překvapivé útoky – Falklandskou válku z roku 1982 mezi 

Argentinou a Velkou Británií a válku z dubna 2016 (známá též pod názvem čtyřdenní válka) 

mezi Ázerbájdžánem, Arménií a fakticky Republikou Náhorní Karabach. Studie se pomocí 

literatury Teorie překvapení pokouší zjistit, proč státy zvolily strategii překvapení a jakým 

způsobem se rozhodovaly o načasování válek. Zároveň ukazuje nedostatky, které jsou 

vlastní strategii překvapení, a poukazuje na to, kde leží chyby a falešné předpoklady 

bojovníků v těchto dvou případových studiích. Na závěr, srovnávací studie případů 

vyzdvihuje myšlenky, které mohou zlepšit připravenost státu a snad ss vyhnout podobným 

překvapivým útokům v budoucnosti. 
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"Surprise" interests strategists as an adjective that modifies the subject, 

which is attack. Attack is the subject because it imposes disaster, and 

surprise is a significant modifier because it makes the disaster worse than if 

the victim has been ready to parry the blow with all of his available 

capabilities. (Betts, 1989, p. 333) 
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Introduction 

Strategic surprise has long withstood the test of time and has enjoyed academic popularity 

since the beginning of the 20th century. It is one of those strategies that can never fall out of 

fashion, be it in a symmetrical or asymmetrical war, in the Western or Eastern hemisphere. 

This thesis aims to study two modern cases of strategic surprise, also known as surprise 

attacks, namely, the 1982 Falklands War, which witnessed the infamous and ill-fated attack 

of the Argentine forces on the British on the Falkland Islands off the coast of Argentina; and 

the 2016 April War (also known as the Four Days War) – where the nightly attack of the 

Azerbaijani forces on their Armenian counterparts resulted in a bloody four day long war, 

amid the Nagorno Karabakh (the de facto Republic of Mountainous Karabakh or simply, 

Artsakh) “frozen” conflict.  

Unlike the Realist Theory or, for instance, the Postmodernist Theory, the Theory of Surprise, 

albeit saturated in literature and revered for its popularity, has never really been fully 

developed. That is because it is strictly narrow in its scope to successfully understand and 

analyse all surprise attacks, their motives, reasons and hopes for outcomes, make 

generalisations and predictions, among other things. Perhaps, the reason for the Theory of 

Surprise to be limited is also due to the lack of information available to researchers and the 

public. In particular, information about the reasons and motives of the attack, the state of 

reconnaissance, intelligence gathering, and preparedness are usually kept as national secrets, 

and possibly (as in some cases) the gathered information has either been lacking or false, 

leading theorists of surprise to draw their conclusions without having much to contribute to 

the theory itself. There is also the issue of understanding human nature and our ability to 

anticipate something new and unexpected with clear outcomes and consequences. 

Nevertheless, the Theory of Surprise is something that needs to be studied and cultivated 

further, and it is of vital importance in our case studies, particularly because of the often-
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shunned geopolitical context as a major concept in surprise attacks. In the words of Colin 

Gray, “When we worry about strategic surprise, especially in connection with a long-term 

program of military transformation, the enquiry should begin with geopolitical contextual, 

rather than strategic, operational, or tactical uncertainties” (Gray, 2005, p. 18). 

Thus, as history has shown and political scientists have pointed out, sudden attacks are 

seldom out of the blue. They occur, as in our cases, due to prolonged conflicts, either because 

of political, territorial, economic, or other reasons. They occur when tensions are not at their 

highest, but rather when there is a certain thaw in their relations, for instance, a meeting 

between heads of states or a temporary peace agreement. In any case, surprise attacks are 

usually totally or partially unexpected by the victim. 

 

Methodology and Objectives 

In this qualitative study, we analyse two case studies from the perspective of the Theory of 

Surprise. We strive to understand two major questions - the reasons why the attacks 

happened in the first place; and how the timings of attacks were chosen. In the course of the 

study we also explore the reasons why the strategy of surprise was implemented and examine 

from the points of view of the belligerents by delving into the historical background of both 

conflicts. Subsequently, we draw conclusions on lessons learned by comparing the two case 

studies, if their ends justified the means, under the shadow of the element of surprise.  

The purpose of choosing these two case studies – the 1982 Falklands War and the 2016 Four 

Days War is because of the number of comparisons that can be drawn between them, for 

example, the murky historical background of the conflicts’ origins, the miscalculations of 

the attacking sides (Argentina and Azerbaijan), the expectations of the ‘victims’ (the United 

Kingdom and Armenia/Nagorno Karabakh), the late responses of the victims, etc. However, 



 

6 

it must be noted that while there are numerous similarities between these cases, the contrasts 

are definitely striking too. Not only are the scales of combats different, but so are the terrains, 

the power weight of the belligerents, the contested view that the weaker side is the one who 

chooses the strategy of surprise, the outcomes of the wars, etc. They are also two examples 

of modern surprise attacks, with one using three modes of attacks (air, land, and water) and 

the other bordering on hybrid warfare (with the use of modern technology like drones and 

information warfare). 

In this paper, we first study the literature available for the Theory of Surprise, mostly through 

the Orthodox point of view, with particular focus on the works of Richard K. Betts - one of 

the leading thinkers of the Orthodox school of thought of the Theory of Surprise. Following 

the Literature Review, we go into the existing literature for each case study. In Chapter One, 

we investigate the Falklands War of 1982 and in Chapter Two – the April War. In both these 

chapters we analyse the origins of the conflict, investigate the reasons of the surprise attack, 

evaluate, and draw conclusions about the conflict and its outcomes. Towards the end a brief 

overview of the results of the finding is presented and recommendations are offered. For the 

purposes of presenting objective views, the paper relies on literature and material either 

written in English or officially translated to English, and uses works, analyses and journal 

articles of both sides of the conflicts. The study also relies on material from secondary or 

tertiary interviews and documentaries, for example “The Falklands War Documentary” 

(2015), “The Falklands War: The Untold Story” (1987) and “Parts of a Circle: History of the 

Karabakh Conflict” (2020). It leaves out a comparative discourse analysis of speeches of 

heads of states because of their similar nature and tone, where both sides continue blaming 

each other, shooting words of threats, and using strong language in unilateral expressions 

but present collected and subdued statements in/after official meetings. They are also highly 

subjective, and the author did not find them to be crucial and expedient to the decision of 
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using strategic surprise. Finally, in Conclusion, we present the final remarks on the element 

of surprise and in view of the thesis draw conclusions on the motives of both attacks, as well 

as the strategy and tactics that were utilised.  

 

Literature Review 

Sudden, surprise attacks have stood the test of time, and in itself that might sound astonishing 

but if we evaluate the benefits of surprise attacks, it might be justified. Based on evidence, 

sudden attacks are seldom ‘a surprise’. They occur as in our cases due to prolonged conflicts, 

mostly due to geopolitical, territorial, or economic nature. The name alone pre-empts that 

the attacking side will be deciding an advantageous moment for the attack, perhaps a time 

that will seem more vulnerable or unexpected for the victim. In a word, they are ‘a gamble’! 

K. Brodin defines surprise attack as “an attack launched against an opponent who is 

insufficiently prepared in relation to his potential (mobilisation) resources” (Brodin, 1978, 

p. 99). There are various forms of surprise, for example guerrilla warfare, which applies 

ambush attacks, most cyber-attacks, and even predatory hunting skills in the animal kingdom 

apply the element of surprise. In history, Pearl Harbour, Yom Kippur, 1941 German attack 

on the Soviets, the Tet Offensive among others are prime examples of strategic surprise 

attacks.  

The Theory of Surprise comes in short sprints and so far, three have been observed – 1950s 

(after WWII), 1970-80s (after the Vietnam War) and after 9/11. Mark F. Cancian observes 

that the Theory of Surprise is based mostly on case studies, with the exception of a handful 

of works, like James Wirtz’s “Theory of Surprise”, Michael Handel’s “Intelligence and the 

Problem of Strategic Surprise” and Colin Gray’s “Transformation and Strategic Surprise” 
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(Cancian, February 2018, p. 30). The Theory is also divided into two camps – the Orthodox 

(pessimist perspective) and the Revisionist (positive perspective) theorists.  

The Orthodox school is the more prevalent one and affirms the importance to having better 

intelligence collection, wiser and faster decision making by policy makers, but insists that 

no matter the calculations and levels of analysis and warnings, surprise will be inevitable. 

Some of the proponents of this school of thought are Richard Betts, Erik Dahl, Michael 

Handel, Roberta Wohlstetter, while the Revisionist theorists are Alexander George, 

Abraham Ben-Zvi, Ariel Levite and others. The latter argue that the element of surprise can 

be avoided with the help of better intelligence and policy reform. However, they fail to 

acknowledge the impossibility of predicting the future, calculating human error, the 

capabilities and creativity of the adversary, the use of deception, and the prevalent distrust 

that may exist between the government and intelligence community.  To this effect, Betts 

has criticised Levite’s work for being limited to the following three principal thesis - “1) 

high quality warning has not usually been available in advance of attack, so victims have 

suffered surprise because of insufficient information rather than pathologies in 

communication, analysis, or judgment; 2) when excellent warning are available they may 

well produce response, especially if consumers "are truly familiar with the identity and 

reliability of the source" (1987:177 [emphasis deleted]); and 3) much of the orthodox view 

rests on superficial research and conceptual confusion." (Betts, 1989, p. 330). Betts admits 

that a lot of the surprise lies in the attacker’s ability to use deception and operational 

innovation, but also points out that there should be an emphasis on the mistakes made by the 

‘victim’, i.e. miscalculations at the political, organisational, psychological, and tactical 

levels. Overall, the ‘pessimistic’ views of the Orthodox school are more commonly accepted. 
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Hinted by Machiavelli’s “the end justifies the means” assertion, Prussian philosopher 

Clausewitz’s arguments on the strategies of war, and Michael Handel’s opinions on the risk 

that strategic surprise ensues but ultimately results in success (at least some of the time, 

because surprise cannot be upheld in the long run, and thus, is only successful in a battle and 

not a war), it is easy to see a pattern why human psyche is drawn to the use of this particular 

military strategy. It is best practiced in asymmetric warfare, as theory suggests, however, 

one could assume that it is not a prerequisite, as one of our cases studies will indicate. As an 

example of a ‘force multiplier’, like the use of covers, manoeuvres, and other clever military 

tactics, unexpected attacks are encouraged as they destroy a portion of enemy’s forces at a 

lower cost by temporarily throwing the defense off-balance (Handel, 1984). Though Handel 

is a keen observer, he is criticised for focusing on surprise as a mere tactic, since any other 

approach that can create a temporary upper hand for the attacking side can be called a ‘force 

multiplier’. Strategic surprise, as James Wirtz argues, “turns war into a stochastic exercise 

in which the probability of some event can be determined with a degree of certainty, or, more 

rarely, an event in which the outcome can be not only known in advance, but determined by 

one side in the conflict…[It] transforms war from a strategic interaction into a matter of 

accounting and logistics” (Wirtz, 2004, p. 103). Thus, with a late reacting enemy, the concept 

of surprise turns the conduct of war to ‘mere administration’ (Luttwak, 1987).  

Clausewitz postulates that other than war, no “other human activity is so continuously and 

universally bound up with chance. And through the element of change, guesswork and luck 

come to play a great part in war” (von Clausewitz, 1976, p. 85). It is, therefore, critical to try 

and eliminate the risks that arise with chance and cost heavily for the belligerents. The author 

also suggests that the costs of surprise attacks in general outweigh the benefits of what 

surprise attacks can achieve, and therefore, he was not in favour of it. Rather, he preferred 

the art of war, where ‘control’ was at the heart of war. This is because, surprise, in general 
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can have a fleeting outcome if it does not produce complete and total victory. As we will see 

in the next two chapters, both the British and the Armenians bounced back and retaliated 

with counterattacks, leaving the attackers overwhelmed (in certain cases). As for the 

Argentines, they fell into a reckless paradox, as their risks outweighed their successes, they 

suffered tremendous losses and their case justifies what Handel identified as “the greater the 

risk, the less likely it seems, and the less risky it becomes. In fact, the greater the risk, the 

smaller it becomes” (Wirtz, 2008), speaking of the victim to analyse the probabilities of 

attack from the weaker party. Moreover, the attacking side may be prone to mistakes and 

miscalculations, as planning a surprise attack is extremely hard to execute, poses real 

challenges, like organisation, communication, keeping the plan a secret, limiting own 

casualties, etc. With all this said, Wirtz (2004, p. 104) observes that surprise attack 

‘eliminates an active opponent from the battlefield’. However, this is not a correct estimate 

at all, as we have seen through numerous examples that after the initial surprise wears off, 

the victim undertakes a counterattack – after Pearl Harbour there were the Battle of Midway 

and later Hiroshima and Nagasaki, after 9/11 there were the War on Terror and US invasions 

of Afghanistan and Iraq, after the British were surprised in the Falklands in 1982, they 

retaliated with full force, took back the Islands once and for all. However, to be fair, Wirtz 

(2004, p. 104) also does point out that an absolute victory is necessary in case of a surprise, 

otherwise, transforming a conflict will be short-lived. 

 

In Richard A. Posner’s (2005) opinion we have few examples of surprise attacks, to see a 

common pattern in terms of intelligence systems mistakes, but he agrees that they are 

certainly suggestive. He draws similarities in the following points, some of which we can 

also see in our case studies later –  
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i) the attacker is too weak to have much hope of prevailing, at least in 

conventional military terms;  

ii) the victim's perception of this weakness contributes to the failure to 

anticipate attack;  

iii) the victim thinks, often with reason, that the principal danger lies 

elsewhere, or in the future, or both;  

iv) the victim lacks a deep understanding of the attacker's intentions and 

capabilities, and so bases his expectations on what he, the victim, 

would do in the attacker's place;  

v) the victim interprets warning signs to fit this preconception;  

vi) the victim is lulled by false alarms or deliberate deception;  

vii) the victim is in a state of denial concerning the forms of attack that 

are the hardest to defend against;  

viii) intelligence officers are reluctant to challenge their superiors' 

opinions; and warnings to local commanders lack clarity and 

credibility. (Posner, 2005). 

Despite the similarities, though, surprise attacks are also rooted in unique circumstances, 

different cultural implications, varying political characters, personalities, and institutions or 

organisations. And even with the similarities described above, we cannot say that our 

protagonists Argentina and Azerbaijan were weak, and certainly the latter was not weaker 

than its counterpart. Yet they both chose strategic surprise. Perhaps, to save their national 

pride, e.g. in Azerbaijan’s case for having lost the 1990s war, they required an emotional 

victory by any means possible. If we look at it from this perspective and consider that the 

psychological loss had made them view themselves as a weak or bullied state, it would 

justify their attack in April 2016. However, we need to find out if they also aimed to 
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recapture territories, or was it to flex their muscles, or show the international community 

that it was neither a frozen conflict that could be ignored nor could it be ‘solved by 

diplomacy’. In the Argentine case too, the ultimate motive seems to have been the pride of 

regaining their rightful place over the islands, for which they had a long claim. It appears 

that such a victory would shower the Galtieri government with the utmost respect of the 

Argentinian people, grant it legitimacy and credibility to rule for a long time. 

 

Richard K. Betts (1980-81, p. 551) suggests that the literature of the Theory of Surprise still 

lacks focus on three important aspects. Firstly, instead of focusing on the problem of warning 

and how to improve intelligence gathering, he suggests focusing on improving political 

response to the abundant warnings; secondly, instead of considering surprise an absolute 

problem, the focus should rather be on the degree, and thirdly, he posits that the derivation 

of theories should rise from comparative studies rather than be based on single cases. What 

Betts suggests can be clearly traced in our two case studies. Firstly, there is the issue of 

decision making and judgement, how long should the warning signs go off before a response 

is activated? Secondly, the chains of communications that need to be considered from the 

time of the intelligence collection to warn the political heads of states and their subsequent 

decision to retaliate and the final response is an exhaustive and time-consuming list of 

events. Communication streams and speed in preparation are of strategic importance in such 

situations and there is little room for mistakes. Lastly, the degree of the surprise, as in, how 

far of a surprise can it be considered, if there is an inherent conflict and animosity between 

the belligerents? Ephraim Kam agrees on this point of the degree, stating that surprise is a 

matter of degree and its strength and nature may vary from one situation to another, i.e. from 

the absence of surprise to total surprise. This is because in most cases, “we do not ignore the 
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probability of a potential occurrence but rather tend to reject it as unlikely”, expecting it to 

occur at a later time, place or manner than it actually occurred in (Kam, 1988, p. 7). 

 

In his “Surprise Despite Warning: Why Sudden Attacks Succeed” Betts talks about the 

obstacles to warning (Betts, 1980-81, p. 555), which considers the notions of 

communications, decision making, distortion of intelligence, erroneous warnings, and even 

the lack of proper warning systems. It is not surprising that at least one of our two cases, the 

War of 2016 fell prey to this, as the Armenian side had extremely poor ground warning 

systems, at some areas still relying on empty tin cans to observe vibrations and land 

movements. Speaking of warning systems, Schelling (1958, p. 19) argues that it “may cause 

us to identify an attacking plane as a seagull, and do nothing, or it may cause us to identify 

a seagull as an attacking plane, and provoke our inadvertent attack on the enemy.'' In the 

case of Britain, they seemed to have seen the warning signs as “seagulls” and considered an 

attack highly improbable. Nevertheless, despite surprise attacks being highly unpredictable, 

they can be deterred, sometimes predicted, and prevented. Betts finely lays down those 

issues connected with the element of surprise, as we will find in the following paragraphs.  

 

Limits to predictability (Betts, 1980-81, p. 557), is a limitation to warning, whereby the 

intelligence gathered can be compromised, if the victim learns of the impending attack, 

prepares to respond and the attacker cancels plans to attack instead. This leads theorists to 

conclude that the quality of warning cannot be evaluated by the occurrence of predicted 

attacks (Chan, 1979, p. 173). Other limitations to predictability are falling back on historical 

events as examples and explaining what may happen based on lived experiences. Although 

at times these can be fundamental to understanding conflicts, tense, and escalating situations, 

more often than not, they can be ambiguous and deceitful, and lead to even adverse results. 
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In both our case studies, we had observed countless unrests, political escalations, activities, 

and skirmishes at the lines of contact, covert operations but they were not enough to forecast 

full-blown attacks. Analysing a case in hindsight is far easier than making predictions and 

analysis during surprise events. When we look at the outbreaks of both wars, we can pinpoint 

that certain actions were clearly leading to surprise attacks. However, when we look from 

the vantage point of those involved, the signs were definitely murkier. We will analyse those 

signs in separate chapters later in the paper.   

 

Betts further acknowledges the concepts of indecision, false alerts, and fluctuations (Betts, 

1980-81, p. 158). It is not necessarily separate from the point already discussed, as they can 

be rather interconnected, however, indecisions can be made by both sides. If the attacker is 

indecisive whether or not to attack at a particular time, their motives may be discovered, and 

the moment will pass. If the victim, after gathering reliable and iron cast intelligence is 

indecisive on taking the necessary steps to curb the imminent attack, it may lead to disastrous 

consequences. It is also interesting to note that sometimes, it is this indecision on the part of 

the attacker that will bring about the element of surprise in an attack. They can use the 

situation to their advantage and prepare better, upgrade their strategy and tactics, all the 

while polishing a ‘new pattern of normal’, which did not exist in the victim’s measures of 

expectations. These fluctuations, if prolonged long enough, can create what Sella (1978, p. 

256) calls an ‘alert fatigue’ whereby the victim gets tired of all the alerts and warning of 

possible attacks and ignores them to its own disadvantage and misfortune (the 1973 Israel 

attacks are a prime example of this). But even so, the patterns before actual attacks can 

become more intimidating. In 2014 and 2015, it has been observed that the amount of 

violations of the ceasefire and attempts to cross the Line of Contact (LoC) had become more 

frequent between the Azeri and Artsakhi borders. As for the British-Argentine conflict, the 
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latter had time and again used the threat of war antics, claiming to take the Islands by force, 

if required.  

Posner (2005, p. 54) sheds light on the paradox of the lulling effect of warnings and the 

likelihood of successful surprise attacks in cases where the attacker is weak, and the victim 

state is so swamped with warnings that it ignores the most dangerous signs. Therefore, a 

low-probability attack, which will constitute a surprise attack will have higher rates of 

success than the high-probability attack warning, which may be a clever deception on the 

part of the attacker but more difficult to act on because of indecisions. Thus, leaving the 

victim in an even more vulnerable situation. In these cases, the attacker does not have to 

have the most sophisticated and high-end technology and may not necessarily need to obtain 

a decisive victory, but if it is achieves strategic surprise, which both Argentina and 

Azerbaijan managed to do, it will already be of benefit to them. Here though, the question – 

‘what about after the attack?’ – arises. What if the victim manages to fight back? As evident 

in history Israel in 1973, USA in 1941, and in our cases Britain and the Armenian forces 

have managed to mobilise and defend themselves. Would this, in that case, mean that the 

attacker was successful in their attempts or were their attempts futile after all?  

Colin Gray (2005) concludes that the dangers of surprise and its effects should not be 

exaggerated. He explains that despite the technological advancements in military 

technology, communications and logistics, surprise attacks do not achieve decisive victory 

and their purpose, in this case is to paralyse the enemy merely momentarily.  “The condition 

of potential strategic surprise is driven by the geopolitical context, not by technology, culture 

or clever briefers… [It] is not a metaphorical ‘silver bullet’. Its attempt is more likely to 

prove ultimately self-defeating than to be the high road to decisive victory” (Gray, 2005, p. 

25).  His point makes sense, since, one cannot be totally surprise-proof, but one can limit the 
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effects of surprise with preparedness and other tactics, and should not, therefore, exaggerate 

its effects.  

 

Another concept of surprise attack is the ‘allure of deferring decision’ (Betts, 1980-81, pp. 

561-564). Betts notes that “the most basic but least helpful kinds of warning are the general 

political indications of enemy ambitions to change the status quo or evidence of strategic 

thinking and operational military objectives” (ibid.). In our case studies, we see that both 

attacks happened soon after high-level political meetings, loose agreements for 

normalisation of relations, etc. In certain cases, the victims wait despite warnings to act, as 

they believe that the attacker might change their mind and choose a non-military path. Yet, 

as Betts further discusses, such bluffs and time-kills may be strategic steps for ‘diplomatic 

coercion’ by the attacker. An interesting approach to deferring decisions is to ignore 

warnings and intelligence by implementing four psychological mechanisms – i) being 

attentive to reassuring data, ii) challenging the credibility of the source, e.g. advice from 

military sources, iii) accept but postpone judgement, in order to collect more reassuring data, 

perhaps one that contradicts the current findings and thus reduces the probability of 

imminent attack, iv) the decision maker can rationalise his/her reasoning, weighing and 

balancing the elements of the information gathered and consequently, make a responsible 

decision. This ‘allure’ is what had blindsided the British. 

Deception is another reason why surprise attacks succeed. Although it may be one of the 

cheapest forms for confusion that adversaries can inflict on one another, it is also a vital 

game of trickery, that when mastered, can confuse the victim state into believing that they 

are at the top of their game. In deception, one has to either maintain secrecy or increase the 

speed of sending mixed signals to heighten confusion, argues Erfurth (1943, p. 39). It is 

commonly agreed that the deceiving side is “almost always successful regardless of the 
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sophistication of his victim in the same art” (Whaley, 1969, p. 146). We see that despite 

Great Britain having been a top player in the art of warfare, intelligence, and military 

strategies, it did fall prey to Argentina’s surprise attack in 1982.  The same, unfortunately, 

cannot be said of the Armenian counterpart since the Azeri side had far more developed 

equipment and preparedness in terms of technology and weaponry. In Deception, the 

attacking side usually tries to hide its motives by following the usual patterns. In the 2016 

case, the usual pattern seemed to have skirmishes but not serious escalations. However, the 

night of 2 April was different, as the attack came in an unexpectedly stronger and barbaric 

force. To prevent a surprise attack, the victim state must overcome challenges too. They need 

to anticipate, create a deceptive reality for the enemy, and as the famous strategist Sun Tzu 

wrote, one must know the enemy better than it knows itself.  

 

For the “Circumvention Option: Designing Around Deterrence” Betts (1980-81, p. 556) 

posits that when the adversary successfully designs its surprise attack based on the victim’ 

strategy, it can have devastating repercussions and weaken the latter. On the victim’s camp 

it will raise awareness of its weaknesses, mistakes and ill-advised or ill-maintained 

strategies. In the 2016 example, the attack highlighted the poor warning mechanisms that 

had been in place since the 1980s. However, another point in deterrence which failed to a 

large extent, was the parallel hybrid warfare used on Armenian governments and social sites, 

hacking of personal accounts, etc. It was not very successful due to the high-quality security 

measures set by the Armenian cyber-security specialists. However, this only proves that it 

does not matter how many spheres are defended, because if one of those areas (in this case 

the physical border) will be vulnerable, then the whole defense mechanism may be 

compromised. Hence, one might construe that in the technical aspect, both sides had 

surprises up their sleeves, albeit neither were full-proof and absolute. One, in terms of 
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weapons and the other, in terms of cyber security measures. The use of heavy weaponry like 

tanks, TOS-1A24-barrel thermobaric rocket systems, BM-30 Smerch (Whirlwind) multiple 

launch rocket system coupled with the use of Israeli-made HAROP and other unmanned 

aerial vehicles (UAVs) equated to a logistical and doctrinal surprise for the Armenians. The 

same can be said of the British attack in 1982, where the use of warships, submarines, and 

the escalation of military action by the Argentine navy surprised the Government in London 

as well as the inhabitants of the Falkland Islands on 2 April.  

 

Even if the attackers are perceived to be weaker, they still have the upper hand in a strategic 

surprise since they can select the place, time, and means of the attack on an unsuspecting 

counterpart. As Posner (2005, p. 54) puts it, it is this “advantage that assures a reasonable 

probability of at least a local or short-term success”. Moreover, Betts (1980-81, pp. 571-572) 

adds, that the “technical revolution in intelligence collection of recent decades reduced 

vulnerability to surprise only at the margins, because miscalculation and sluggishness in 

political decisions are more than the lack of information”. Moreover, since history provides 

few grounds for believing surprise can be avoided, the best defense posture is one that 

assumes surprise and provides a cushion for survival in the face of it. If surprise can succeed 

despite warning, then defense can also succeed despite the initial surprise. Strong defense 

mechanisms, therefore, alongside ‘sound’ intelligence gathering, having a trained army 

personnel, quick manoeuvres in case of attacks only add up to succeeding despite surprise. 

An army needs to be capable of swift full mobilisation, flexible and adequate to pass proper 

information down the chain of command. If we take 9/11 into consideration, we can judge 

that as strong as the US defenses were, they failed to prevent that attack. With that scenario 

in mind, we can conclude that thinking outside the box, being innovative can make all the 

difference.  
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For deterrence, defense and miscalculated escalations analyses, Stein (1980, p. 152) had 

observed five factors that are distinct but also interrelated: 

i. Evaluation of the interests at stake; 

ii. Assessment of the challenge to be deterred; 

iii. Examination of the adversary’s intentions and calculations of the options available; 

iv. Consideration of the credibility of the commitment to respond; 

v. Discussion of the appropriate response to the failure of deterrence. 

She explains intelligence failure with a juxtaposition of intelligence and stupidity, whereby 

the intrinsic nature of intelligence gathering and calculation can be unavoidably ambiguous, 

and the stupidity relates to the leaders’ and analysts' inability to refrain from making biased 

decisions, committing to only single “source of truth” or interpretation, using an indicator 

inappropriately (ibid., p. 151). Overall, it is a valuable observation that could have helped 

our two surprise attacks cases, had it been diligently observed.  

 

The problems in the intelligence community 

In his article Richard (Posner, 2005) talks about the lessons we have learned in analysing 

surprise attacks, that it is not always that the signals and warnings are pooled together in a 

constructive manner. There is always the danger of the enemy discovering that their secret 

code was broken and changing it. The fact that only a handful of people at the top may have 

access to this information may not be advantageous either, since they might be unable to 

decipher what they are looking at. This was the case, for example when the Americans had 

broken the Japanese code “MAGIC” in 1941. According to the author, the issue in the 

intelligence community also lies in the fact that they are career employees. Therefore, if they 

make incorrect assumptions and mistakes, it will reflect badly on their careers. Psyche too 

plays a role in this, as it is rather difficult to admit mistakes, and own up to them. People 
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prefer to be on the safe side, and sometimes overlook serious warnings and intelligence bits 

coming their way. Could this have been a point of impediment in our cases? Or the lack of 

proper guiding authority? To understand this and also why these two wars happened, we will 

need to study the background, culture and motives of the attackers in the subsequent 

chapters.  

When it comes to the administrative and bureaucratic aspect, Colin Gray is of the opinion 

that there should be a reform, even though the chances of it reducing the risk of surprise 

attacks is only marginal. Strategic education and career growth (promotion patterns) can, in 

fact, affect “the traffic flow of high talent” (Gray, 2005, p. 5). He states that bureaucratic 

reforms follow intelligence failures, to show that something is being done to overcome such 

ordeals in the future, that they are rather a political necessity and therefore, cannot have a 

serious impact on the circumstances of political and military games. 

On a granular level, Dr Gray points out three reminders as to the problems with the 

intelligence community. These are that, i) people take too long to train and become proficient 

in their jobs to successfully penetrate into enemy lines, ii) if recruited locally they are often 

distrusted as to where their loyalties will lie, and iii) it is hard to have the ‘right people work 

in the right places at the right time’ (Gray, 2005, p. 6).  

It is possible that Argentina did not want to wait to preserve the element of surprise. In that 

case there would be no time for the intelligence community to observe or collect data 

regarding the imminent attack. Perhaps the haste and ill-preparedness on the part of 

Argentina was just to undermine British power and seize the Islands. In any case, it is evident 

that the Government did not trust the evaluations of the negotiating party (the Ministry of 

External Affairs), nor the intelligence that was coming from them. Moreover, at the 

battlefield, the intelligence community failed to do thorough reconnaissance on the tactical 

and operational levels, and the truth on the ground was not reported to Galtieri to spare any 
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feelings of defeat. Eventually, though, the Junta that masterminded the attack lost power 

days after the British won the war. This led to an institutional and bureaucratic overhaul in 

the Argentine Government.  

 

Victim needs to understand the motive of the attack 

Another great point that Posner makes is that in a surprise attack, the victim needs to 

understand the goal of the attack, what cause is the enemy fighting for. In his example, the 

1973 Yom Kippur war – the motive of Syria and Egypt was not necessarily to win against 

Israel, but to fight it to a draw. Similarly, he indicates that the Japanese motive for Pearl 

Harbour was to fight for their honour and preserve it (Posner, 2005). The reason is that they 

both know the enemy is stronger than them and in an open fight they would not stand a 

chance. In 1982, Argentine military muscle was not enough to stand opposite British troops, 

but an element of surprise would give them the edge and time to fulfil their goal of taking 

sovereignty of the Malvinas. For the victim it is essential to decipher the reasons of the attack 

and to avoid falling prey to the lulling effect of false alarms, which can create a ‘hyperalert 

effect’, thus heightening the risk of new attacks. In 2008, India experienced a ‘hyperalert 

effect’ after the Mumbai attacks by the terrorist group “Lashkar-e-Toiba”. The entire country 

was put on high alert after the events, when the officials had conveniently ignored warnings 

and alarms about foreign boats that had been observed by fishermen off the Western coast 

just days before the attacks. 

 

From the literature of the Theory of Surprise, it is evident that certain universal truths can be 

extracted. A sort of recommendations that can help actors in their pursuit of strategic success, 

and perhaps even peace. Some of the imperative changes that they can introduce to 

strengthen their stance are the following:  
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1. Instead of a centralised intelligence system, there should be pluralism. Yet, it should 

also not be too decentralised. 

2. To be proactive with the introduction of a holistic defense mechanism, rather than 

retroactive. Of course, it is understood that it will never be full-proof, and that there 

is always a certain level of vulnerability, and the issue of ignoring real warning signs. 

However, being prepared albeit costly, will prevent huge losses.  

3. There needs to be an integrated system of defense at the national level, that will 

include border defense, deterrence, guarding and protecting targets of 

interests/critical infrastructure, crisis management measures, etc.  

4. The age-old saying about knowing your enemy well is a universal truth. Examples 

of surprise attacks have shown that the victim has failed to understand the motives 

of its attacker, mostly because they did not understand their attacker nor think they 

were capable of those actions, for instance attacking on a holiday (e.g. Yom Kippur 

and Tet). 

5. An army’s posture, transformation, agility, etc. should be formed in such a way that 

will minimise surprises and will reduce the number of regrets. (Gray, 2005, viii). 

6. The army should be trained in a way to resemble smaller units of special forces, to 

have mature, clear-thinking men and women of distinctive quality and judgement. 

Our cases have shown that reliance on young conscripts is not always wise and 

productive. 

7. The key is not targeting an absolutely perfect system of monitoring and warning 

systems, because that is impossible to achieve. But the ability to react decisively and 

quickly should be enhanced. This can be done through contingency and defense plans 

and systematic monitoring, investing in intelligence collections systems and 

techniques, be it HUMINT, IMINT, SIGINT, OMINT, etc. 
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Achieving such a state of security and preparedness comes at a great cost. Yet, it has not 

stopped countries from pouring millions of dollars into their defense funds in an effort to 

strive for such an unattainable goal. After all it is a matter of national security, a display of 

power, and a balance on the delicate beam of geopolitics.  Incidentally, these are the main 

ingredients of war. Strategic surprise, therefore, is a concoction of these three elements. It is 

argued that the contexts of culture and technology along with geopolitics comprise the trinity 

that flavour military events and wars with strategies like surprise attacks.  

Culture, for instance, can reflect deep-seated attitudes and influence political behaviour 

between two antagonistic actors. “[C]ulture will continue to shape the development and 

diffusion of military knowledge, producing indigenous adaptations that will be difficult to 

predict” (Goldman & Ross, 2003, p. 390),  Technology - Revolution in Military Affairs 

(RMA) and in the Information Technology (IT) sectors are enormous markets that tap into 

the political climate and in the name of national security persuade heads of states to invest 

in them, use them against their enemies, even if it is just for the sake of threats. Hirst (2001, 

p. 9) remarks that “[w]ar is driven by ideas about how to use weapons and military systems 

almost as much as it is by technical and organisational changes themselves”. Ideas, thus, 

become critical but these two do not influence the ins and outs of surprise attacks on their 

own; they are subsidiary to geopolitics, national security, and power games. 

Were these two wars foreseeable? Gerald W. Hopple (1984, p. 339) correctly observed that 

in modern history especially “conflict and war between formal allies are neither impossible 

nor especially rare”. This supports the notion that neither of our case studies were 

unpredictable, since they were between formal allies (Argentina and the United Kingdom) 

and former sister countries of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) - Armenia 

and Azerbaijan, with Nagorno Karabakh as a part of Azerbaijan. The issues with carrying 

out such an analysis are twofold - the hindsight bias and trying to predict events. Hopple 
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(1984, p. 345) states that people who cannot or are unwilling to see beyond their beliefs and 

alternative possibilities, risk disasters of warnings and strategic assumptions. Now, we will 

explore each case one by one to see how they have fared.   

 

 

 

  



 

25 

1. The Case of the Falklands 

 

The Falkland Islands War of 1982 has left a profound impact on British modern history. It 

may be considered as a classic example of policy failure and was indeed a humiliating blow 

to the egos of its political heads, bureaucrats, and the intelligence community for not 

predicting such an attack. However, the way it was handled later, proved to be devastating 

for the attacking side - Argentina. In agreement with Richard Betts, Hopple (1984, p. 342) 

considers most failures to predict an attack to be a political rather than an intelligence failure.  

In this context, let us refer to the beginnings of the conflict which culminated in strategic 

surprise.  

The animosity between the two states goes back to the 1770s or depending on one’s 

perspective, to 1833 when the islands were occupied by the British Empire after Argentina’s 

brief rule ended. Soon after, claims of sovereignty over the Islands were made and followed 

by skirmishes and word-fights at international fora, until in 1965 when the United Nations 

(UN) urged the sides to negotiate and come to an agreement. The outburst in 1982 was, 

therefore, the result of years of tension, political banter, strategic assumptions about each 

other’s might and capabilities as well as misleading calculations. 

The conflict in the Falklands started on Friday, 2 April 1982. Since the end of WWII they 

had demonstrated their willingness or at least had tried to show that a negotiated settlement 

was in the offing. Particularly until 1976 there had seemed to be a fervour to achieve the 

same. However, it fell into disarray in 1977 due to serious threats of invasion. The landing 

of fifty Argentine scientists on Southern Thule prompted the Foreign Office to panic and 

sent a secret submarine as a precaution. In return, a British ship was fired upon and fuel 

supplies to the Falkland Islands were cut off, thus escalating tensions. These actions had 
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weakened the intelligence community’s stance and it is believed that their false alarms were 

what had caused the initial inertia in 1982.  

Negotiations in 1980 in New York were exceptionally promising and paved the way for a 

British policy initiative whereby in February 1981 they “publicly proclaimed their 

willingness to consider a solution that would involve Argentine sovereignty (Hopple, 1984, 

p. 346). Further talks scheduled for December 1981 were postponed due to the Argentine 

domestic scene, whereby General Viola was replaced by General Galtieri as the head of the 

Junta. According to journals and newspapers like La Prensa (January 24 and February 7, 

1982) military action could become a reality, despite the favourable February talks held in 

New York in 1982. The cordial and positive atmosphere with which the negotiations were 

said to have concluded were not to last, as a bit over a month later Argentina successfully 

invaded the Falkland Islands.  

It is noteworthy to acknowledge that the interested parties among the British political elite 

constituted a minority, but they were quite powerful, influential, and organised. They pressed 

the importance of the islanders’ right to self-determination and ensured that the government 

support would go on. This left quite little room for manoeuvre for the British government in 

negotiations with the Argentines since the matter of the Malvinas (as they call the Islands) 

mattered to them tremendously. In fact, it was and still is a matter of national interest and 

mythology that the Islands were taken as an ‘act of imperialist high-handedness’ and as a 

result Argentina was territorially incomplete. And this notion was and still is bound up to 

their national identity.  
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1.1 Origin of the Conflict 

Claims of sovereignty over the Falkland Islands (Las Malvinas) go back to its discovery in 

around the 16th century. While the Argentines trace it back to early 1500s, crediting Amerigo 

Vespucci (1502), or Esteban Gomes (1520) or the 1540 expedition of Camergo, the British 

affirm that the islands were discovered by Captain John Davies in 1592 and then in 1594 by 

Sir Richard Hawkins, who also passed through the northern coast of the Islands. The only 

authenticated source, which is also agreed by both sides, is that the islands were named 

“Sebaldes” after a Dutch man Sebald van de Weert. Nevertheless, the first record of landing 

can be attributed to the British Navy Captain John Strong in 1690. He is also credited with 

naming the territory “Falkland”, after the third Viscount Falkland, Anthony Cary. The 

British Navy thought the islands are a perfect location to intercept Spanish ships between 

Spain and Latin America.  

During the second half of the 18th century, under Spanish rule, the Islands were incorporated 

into the jurisdiction of the Captaincy General of Buenos Aires and the first Governor of Las 

Malvinas became Don Filip Ruiz Puente in 1766. When they came to know that the British 

were already colonising the island, a Spanish army of 1,400 men forced them to leave in 

June 1770. This was short lived, as the British returned to reclaim the Islands. In January 

1771 they re-established their settlements but did not press on the issue of sovereignty rights. 

Thus, the Spanish assumed that theirs was the legitimate sovereignty of Las Malvinas. 

It is argued that the British did not press for sovereignty because they were still in doubt 

regarding the value of the islands. After all, it was on the other side of the planet, expensive 

to maintain, and of marginal strategic importance, particularly at a time when unrest in North 

America was brewing. Eventually, they voluntarily left the settlement in 1774, leaving 

behind a plaque and a flag. Freedman writes that in the mid-1780s the population of the 

island stood at a maximum of 120, of which a minority were convicts. Spain’s interest in the 
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islands slowly diminished. In 1790 at the St. Lawrence Convention they conceded and 

allowed fishing and navigation rights to Britain, in return for assurances that the latter would 

not establish settlements near South America and other areas colonised by Spain. “This 

clearly prevented Britain from occupying the Falklands and although this Convention was 

abrogated in 1795 it was reviewed in 1814” (Freedman, 2005, Volume 1, p.5).  

Argentina gained independence in 1816 and claimed to inherit Spanish territorial rights. 

However, there was no formal announcement about this, rendering the islands ‘unclaimed’ 

for five years. The argument here is whether Argentina has automatically inherited the 

sovereignty of the Falklands and therefore there was no need for such a declaration. In 1774 

when the British withdrew, they relinquished the right to a claim, hence, would not the same 

rights be extended to 1811 with the Spanish withdrawal? While the case is legally debatably, 

it is safe to say that the British did not pursue to bolster their claim over the islands and 

“recognised Argentina’s independence in 1825 without any claim to the Falkland Islands, 

which were then under an Argentine governor living in the Islands.” (ibid. p.8). After a long 

decade of power struggle, the British officially made the Falkland Islands a crown colony of 

the British Empire in 1845, whose ‘continuous, peaceful occupation, and possession’ exists 

till date (Charlton, 1989, p. 5). It now had an official governor, a legislative and executive 

councils. However, despite the weak British argument for occupying the Islands when they 

knew the land was not res nullius at the time, and the lack of continuous declaration and 

pursue of claim of the islands by the Argentine government, the ambiguity of the legality of 

possession of the Falklands raised its ugly neck in the post WWII era, leading to the 1982 

war.  

The Right to Self Determination was a reason of argument when in 1967 it was introduced 

in the United Nations (UN) to promote the right of the Falklands’ inhabitants to determine 

their future. This move was criticised by Argentina as the population was not established 
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sufficiently enough to enjoy this kind of privilege. Moreover, the UN Speaker for Argentina, 

Dr Jose Maria Ruda stated that the Malvinas Islands belonged to and were governed by 

Argentina since 1833 and the Argentine settlers were “evicted by violence… and replaced 

by a colonial administration and a population of British origin...The population is basically 

a temporary population… and cannot be used by the colonial power in order to apply the 

principle of self-determination” (Beck, 1982, p. 71). Yet, the Research Department at the 

Foreign & Commonwealth Office (FCO) had produced a paper in 1981 where it was 

mentioned that the British had had a continuous settlement for 148 years and that it qualified 

them to seek the right to self-determination. It was, however, not pushed to the International 

Court of Justice (ICJ), lest it invited unwelcome remarks on colonialism. This changed at 

the start of the conflict.   

Diplomacy was thinly veiled - the British realised that for the sake of the islanders it was 

important to have good relations with Argentina. As such they proposed joint ventures in the 

fields of natural resource exploitation, oil and fisheries in return for Argentina to act as a 

supplier of goods, food, and services, like transport and mail to the islanders. This approach 

required the British to assure the islanders that their wishes for self-determination were 

paramount and would never be tampered with. Argentina did not see the case of self-

determination as an option in this case since the islanders were settlers rather than the 

indigenous people of the islands. The stalemate in negotiations pushed Alberto Vignes, the 

Foreign Affairs Minister of Argentina to even imply that they were contemplating an 

invasion. Thus, British Prime Minister James Callaghan was determined to push for 

friendlier relations and his strategy was to engage the Argentines by the possibility of oil and 

fisheries in the area.  

Improved communications in the 1970s between Argentina and the Islanders, a new airfield 

for regular flights accounted for some kind of reciprocity towards Argentina from Britain. 
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Frustrations grew when these were not met. Eventually a proposal on the method of 

condominium, i.e. co-administering the Islands was proposed but failed to pass. The reasons 

behind the failure were lukewarm support by all three parties (mostly Britain), growing 

internal political tensions and instability in Argentina, and the imminent world energy crisis.  

 

The Shackleton incident in 1976 was a turning point in the souring of the relations. Instead 

of convincing that the Islands were not economically viable for sustainability, Lord 

Shackleton instead insisted that the Falklands could profit from government aid and in the 

process become self-sufficient. This was not what either governments wanted to hear. As the 

British Government tried to distance itself from the report, the damage was already done. 

Argentina shot warning shots at the research vessel Shackleton for ‘trespassing into 

Argentine waters’ and also as a response for what it felt that the Government in London was 

not living up to its end of the bargain with regard to oil search in the South Atlantic area. 

Eventually, the British Government ordered a platoon of 36 marines to stay close to the 

Islands and protect them against an enemy attack. By the end of 1979, the lease-back idea 

was also not enough for the Argentines to change their mind about the issue of sovereignty. 

The British were really playing on the Argentine patience, trying to stall any movement on 

that front for as long as possible. They unfortunately did not see a major point in large 

investments on a land that was mostly barren and would cost a tremendous amount of money 

to maintain. Another idea for playing for time was to keep the Argentinians dependent on 

them to avoid any escalations - the answer was arms sales, which did not happen. The UK 

Government also had the challenges of convincing the islanders that their rights would be 

respected and the lease-back would be beneficial. In the summer of 1981, the JIC had 

concluded that a change in Argentine political power, declining economy and the growing 
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impatience and dissatisfaction with the situation would prompt them to take military action 

against the British. What they did not account for was how soon it would arrive.  

From the vantage point of Argentina, at the time, their decision was perhaps not so 

unsurprising. The continent was a witness to numerous conflicts like Guatemala and Belize, 

and wars like El Salvador and Honduras. The shift in global politics - issues of the Cold War 

and the declining hegemony of the US in South America - both had tremendous impacts. 

Instead of focusing on internal issues and securities, heads of states were now looking for 

interstate competition in terms of territories, natural resources, national security, and the 

Anglo-Argentine conflict fitted all these criteria, including hegemonic in nature (Hopple, 

1984, p. 535).  

Prior to the war, the Anglo-Argentine relations were characterised as “cooperative 

confrontation” where both sides were eager to settle for the sake of a better relationship and 

“for the cooperative development of the islands offshore economic potential.” (Beck, 1982, 

p. 40) Beck further questions whether Argentina had misconstrued British “detente as a 

genuine gesture of conciliation rather than a sign of weakness to be exploited” (ibid. 1982, 

p. 54). Franks Report (1982, p. 47) assures that even in March the British intelligence was 

doubting that Argentina would actually use military force and invade. 

 

1.2 What Went Wrong? 

Since talks had been progressing well, the Foreign Office had withdrawn the plan to send 

HMS Endurance, the ice patrol ship in the South Atlantic, so as not to provoke the Argentine 

government. The concerns over the threats of war in the press were also dismissed by Lord 

Carrington and Richard Luce, the British representative to the New York talks as empty 

threats. Thus, only “a garrison of some 70 Royal Marines to deter Argentina from attempting 
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to retake the Falkland Islands by force” remained as a deterrent (Freedman, 1982, p. 198).  

Hopple accounts two issues for not requesting a proper deterrent force, one being a budgetary 

restraint on the defense ministry and the second being the absence of intelligence data to 

support such actions. Both the Foreign Office and the Joint Intelligence Committee (within 

the Cabinet Office) had failed to produce analyses that would justify the need for a deterrent 

force (Hopple, 1984, p. 347). In addition, the improved relations between Argentina with 

USA and Europe, the positive outcome of the recent talks and domestic issues that kept 

General Galtieri preoccupied prevented the Foreign Office to make a correct assessment. 

These reasons were “used to explain even the statement issued in Buenos Aires on March 

3rd that the regime was about to ‘seek other means’ of regaining the Falklands”, which 

suggested that a surprise attack was not going to be the Junta’s immediate plan of action 

(The Economist, 1982, p. 36). 

A key aspect and perhaps the trigger to the final decision to the sudden attack was made by 

Admiral Jorge Anaya. On 19 March Argentine scrap metal merchants raised the Argentine 

flag on the dependency of South Georgia. The HMS Endurance, which had been scheduled 

to be withdrawn from sea, was sent from Port Stanley to South Georgia with a detachment 

of 21 Marines. According to Frank’s report Anaya’s decision was strengthened by Galtieri’s 

promise to take back control of the Islands before the 150th Anniversary of British 

Occupation (Franks report, 1983; See also "Falkland Islands" The Economist, p.43; and 

Freedman, 1982, p. 199). There is further evidence that these decisions were shaped by local 

stimuli. 

The Junta’s schedule was not known to the Argentine delegation in New York, who as a 

result agreed to a joint meeting. The meeting was positive, and the sides confirmed their 

desires to solve the dispute and hear the Argentinian proposal in that matter. Their 

governments were informed accordingly, however, the Junta did not take this favourably. 
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This was followed by a unilateral communique by the Foreign Ministry of Argentina, issued 

on the 2 March, disclosing the scope of the negotiations which were previously decided to 

be confidential. It highlighted the importance of Argentine sovereignty and that the process 

of resolution should be quickened. If the new proposal would be disputed by the British, the 

Argentinian side reserved all rights to cancel the mechanism and act independently towards 

its best interests. As the talks progressed in New York, the Argentine delegation was left in 

the dark about the Junta’s plans. It is assumed that when the decision was made to attack, 

the Argentines were quick to do so, to prevent British SSNs from reaching the territory in 

time, giving them ample time to carry out the invasion. It is likely that the decision to attack 

was made on the evening of 26 March 1982. Freedman writes that “By invading immediately 

the Junta was apparently not so much intending to present the British with a fait accompli in 

the Falklands but to force a serious negotiation in circumstances favourable to Argentina, so 

that they would agree to the transfer of sovereignty legitimised through the UN”. (Freedman, 

2005, p. 162). 

By the time Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher called for a crisis meeting for the first time, 

it was too late to rely on diplomatic measures. The British Government saw little benefit in 

sending a submarine because of the costs as well as because it would not be able to defend 

the islands by itself. In any case, it could lead to escalations that would be devastating for 

the UK and they would be required to save-face in the UN.   

 

In retrospect, there were other glitches on the side of the British, for example, the desk 

responsible for intelligence collection on Argentina was also answerable for another 45 

countries, which meant they did not spend much time on Galtieri’s accession to power, and 

concerns over the Falklands. Ultimately, they in a way had to sit and wait for Argentina to 

act and forfeit the first round of the escalated conflict. In later reports it became evident that 
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the British knew of Argentine movements in the South Georgia islands towards the end of 

March but did not deem them to be detrimental. This was, in fact, a decoy to throw the British 

off guard for the actual attack on the Malvinas. Some of the British theoretical contingency 

plans included using the Chilean airfield, deploying marines on the island airport, and having 

tighter immigration processes. Clearly these were not enough to act as a deterrence. The 

intelligence community was caught by surprise also because of the way British politics and 

public opinion are set up - they have a reluctance towards using arms and to use the military 

against a country that was ruled by a volatile leader. They were inclined towards 

“preservation” mechanisms whereby they would react to developing situations and not 

before, a lesson they should have learnt from the 1973 Egypt-Israel War. In any case by 

March 1982 the British were bound for humiliation on the hands of General Galtieri. 

Finally, on the evening of 1 April, the intelligence report stunned the Government in London 

- Argentina was headed for Stanley and would reach in the early hours of 2 April. Margaret 

Thatcher later described it as “the worst moment of [her] life” (Margaret Thatcher 

Foundation, n.d.). She quickly reached out to the US, to persuade Galtieri not to authorise a 

landing on the Islands, but despite their joint efforts the latter did not change his mind. The 

Argentine forces swiftly took control of Las Malvinas, replaced the Union Jack with theirs 

and released a statement from the Governor’s House that the Falklands were finally under 

Argentine sovereignty. And so, British military operation CORPORATE was soon 

underway to take back control from the Argentinian army. 

 

1.3 The Attack 

The Argentine forces landed on the Falklands in medias res - the Islanders were already 

aware that such an operation was underway, had called for the Falkland Island Defence Force 
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to duty and the replacement commanding officer Major Mike J Norman assumed operational 

command. Even a state of emergency was issued by Governor Hunt and the 30 Argentines 

on the islands were interrogated. However, the less than 100 Falkland forces were no match 

for their opponent. Despite having the Argentines pinned down and giving some casualties, 

Governor Hunt surrendered to avoid unnecessary bloodshed. General Garcia, who took 

control, made sure that a message had gone out to South Georgia informing them of the state 

of affairs in Stanley, as well as broadcasting over the radio that Argentina was once again in 

control of the Islands. Overall, the operation was swift, bloodless, and effective. 

The Islanders were aware of the attack because the BBC monitoring service had already 

picked up a report of Argentine marines that included an amphibious command force, troops 

and frogmen had been sailing southwards since 28 March. It is strongly believed that the key 

decisions and final order of invasion were carried out on 31 March and 1 April, respectively. 

Freedman (2005, p. 191-2) writes that the first marines had in fact landed on 1 April, in the 

evening of which the final decision was taken according to a secret report by Argentine 

Foreign Minister Costa Mendes (which is also the accepted view in the Franks Report). 

Considering the all-service operation, communication, and logistics of the Argentine 

Marines, it was evidently and without a doubt a deliberate attack. Hopple (1984, p. 356) 

highlights that in the Falklands, the British had skilfully conjoined analyses of photo 

reconnaissance and reports from small units as the basis of their decision about the best 

possible landing sites and enemy movements. A key move taken by the Prime Minister was 

to quickly assemble a British Task Force, amidst downsizing, economic hardships, and 

NATO obligations and dispatch it. However, even if the intelligence reports had come in a 

few days earlier, or the Task Force had been ready to dispatch on 28 or 31 March, it would 

still not be there on time (requiring at least 2 weeks to reach the islands).  
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Intelligence analysis indicates that the timing of the invasion was not only on the basis of 

getting the islands back before the 150th Anniversary of British Occupation but also the series 

of industrial strikes that plagued the rule of the Junta. Therefore, these dramatic turns of 

events would be a successful outlet for regaining the support of the public. It was a carefully 

laid plan to first retake South Georgia and if provoked by the British they would take the 

opportunistic move to also attack the Falklands as a response, and put an end to the issue of 

sovereignty once and for all. Argentina misjudged the situation, believing that Britain would 

not go to war, because as a democracy they would be averse to taking risks and considering 

that thus far they had stalled the negotiations then they would be quite indecisive and not 

send troops halfway across the world. They also most probably perceived Thatcher to be 

politically weak at the time. Therefore, were enforced with the belief that she would refrain 

from a military operation, to not adversely affect factors like the economy, domestic politics, 

and add to the futility of war. The distance and the limited value of the Islands also 

strengthened the credence of the Junta in this regard. 

A common mistake in the fields of Politics and International Relations is the notion that 

democracies do not go to war, especially for the sake of principles. However, for 

democracies, that is the one thing they can go to war for, since there is no imminent threat 

to their survival. In his books Freedman had suggested that the principle of self-

determination and the peculiar situation of the islanders coupled with the nature of the Junta 

justified the British decision to go to war. Thus, the hastily arranged Task Force set sail as a 

crisis diplomacy instrument, and much like their opponents, they too did not have a proper 

risk analysis, hopeful that they would turn homeward halfway as the situation would resolve 

diplomatically. Notwithstanding these hopes, the swift formation and dispatch of the Task 

Force along with the arrangement of the Resolution 502 to be passed so quickly won 

Thatcher much praise at home and abroad, giving her the nickname - the Iron Lady. 
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British strategists assumed that the 7,000 Argentine troops could easily be raised to 10,000, 

against 4,600 men of the Task Force. Adding to the problem of working around a well-

fortified Stanley, the harbour and airport, which would be strategically important for the 

Argentines to hold. Britain's best chance would be to block Argentines from the mainland 

and take over Stanley. They needed to exhort pressure on the Junta politically while 

balancing military operations in line with international martial laws on rules of engagement 

(ROE) (to refrain from criticism of excessive use of force). Fortunately, on 3 April, the UN 

Security Council passed the Resolution 502, calling for immediate cessation of hostilities, 

immediate withdrawal of Argentine forces from the Islands, and a call to both governments 

to seek a diplomatic solution whilst respecting the UN Charter of rights and principles. The 

hope was to put pressure on Argentina to review its actions and implied a collective measure 

in the form of economic sanctions if she failed.  

On its part the Argentine Army relied on the US model for its organisation and tactics, 

though with the implementation of local variants, like the reliance on conscripts, which was 

a fundamental mistake. The Airborne Brigade and Marines, however, were well trained. The 

morale at the beginning of April was very high, due to nationalism and young courage. But 

as one Argentine conscript has confessed, they had expected to come to the Malvinas to 

liberate their own people and all they found instead were Britishers. The worsening weather 

conditions, the lack of proper equipment, food, shelter, and the arrival of a better trained 

army affected the spirits of the Argentine conscripts. It was only a matter of time and they 

would crack from the pressures and hardship succumbing to a British win.  

The Argentine forces also missed the opportunity to use their air force for an initial attack. 

The best chance for the British would be to use their offensive capabilities - the SSNs and 

draw out the Argentines into extending the range of operation. The tactic they chose was to 

bombard Stanley airport and land on the islands at the cover of the night. While they assumed 
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that the airport was heavily damaged, it was in fact limited. However, they also had a 

deception plan - to leak information that they were going to attack Stanley, bombarding the 

targets of the Islands and the mainland. Then, they would concentrate on attacking the area 

between Stanley and Choiseul Sound in an effort to lure the enemy to that area as their likely 

landing spot of 20 May, while the actual landline was planned for the day after. This way, 

the plan was to confuse the Argentines, which worked to a great extent. By mid-May the 

Argentinians were pretty much aware of the British strategy of focusing on attacking and 

destroying targets of interests, intercepting intelligence and reconnaissance units and using 

diversionary attacks in different places. What they lacked instead, was information on the 

tactical level. This added to their other shortcomings, passive behaviour of their air and naval 

strategies, resulted in missed opportunities and heavy casualties. Their passivity was in fact 

part of their strategy - they hoped to delay a British assault in an attempt to win with 

diplomacy and to underline that a British escalation (attack) was fuelling a settlement that 

could have been negotiated.  

 

1.4 Analysis / Aftermath 

Evidently, we can conclude that both sides had made strategic assumptions and 

miscalculations.  

The British assumed “that Argentina would not try to take by force what it could not achieve 

by negotiations. This assumption was reinforced by the length of the dispute, the earlier false 

alarms, and the consistently strident Argentine rhetoric” (Hopple, 1984, p. 348). The 

diplomatic posture that Argentina had adopted was meaningless too, since they continued 

with their verbal threats of invasion. Moreover, the Argentine government was in recession 

at the time and they had tried to combat inflation rates and had cut the defense budget, 
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particularly affecting the navy. These actions made the British to falsely assess the situation 

as an intermission to their threats.  

One of the biggest mistakes of Britain was that she did not calculate the risks such an 

operation would prompt. It is agreed among some analysts that the South Georgia incident 

response was exaggerated on tactical and strategic levels. If they would have ignored the 

situation, it may have led to a semi-permanent Argentine presence and nothing more. On the 

other hand, they were pushed into a defenseless corner as the previous governments had not 

deemed it necessary to scale up the defences of the islands except relying on HMS 

Endurance. Giving Argentina the impression that it was going to retaliate in force. A third 

mistake was a substantive one - had the British government held more meetings and 

discussions on the matter during the course of the conflict, they may have come up with a 

way out, rather than being stuck between two unchoosable options of giving up the Islands 

or fighting to death to keep them; and using diplomacy to avoid making this choice for as 

long as possible. In the end, the initiative was ceded to Argentina.  

Jeffrey Record’s analysis points out another flaw on the part of the British government, and 

that is they did not account for the strong feelings the Argentines harboured for the Falklands 

(Record, 1982, p.45). They had relied on only the sentiments of the islanders, who were 

avowedly British in their identity and had no wish to be under Argentine rule.  The British 

Government was backed into a corner because Members of Parliament were backing the 

islanders’ interests without reservations and preventing the British from offering “neither 

compromise to Argentina nor a credible long-term commitment to the Falkland Islands” 

(Record, 1982, p.45). Their only options were, thus, to buy time by stalling and bluffing, 

which Hopple finds to be “hardly ideal negotiating postures for preventing a blowup when 

Argentina felt so strongly for that piece of land” (Hopple, 1984, p. 348). It is absolutely 

crucial that at ambiguous times such as that a state should observe coherent, holistic, logical 
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strategic and contingency plans - the absence of which has been described in the Franks 

Report (fn. 3, p.80) as  “abysmal” in the case of the British.  

Furthermore, the British seemed to lack enthusiasm for Argentine antics. They were half-

hearted, lukewarm, and ambivalent in their stance against the verbal threats in the start of 

1982 and this played a role in the final decision for a surprise attack. It is believed that they 

did not expect that Argentina would actually attack, neither did they think of ceding the 

Islands to Argentina as it would be an economic, political and military disaster, a humiliating 

blow to their image as a former Empire. However, they did not care to cultivate a defense-

deterrence plan in a conflict area with such an ambivalent past in terms of belonging.  

On the battlefield, they did in fact fare far better than the Argentines, particularly because of 

their night operations, aggressive patrolling, and concentrated fire power, which came as a 

surprise to their opponent. This is not to say that the latter were inept. They did fight bravely 

and while they had good equipment, they were neither used well nor wisely. Most 

importantly, though, the reason for Argentine failure was because of the lack of proper 

command and control, underwhelming tactical doctrine and poor inter-service relations and 

coordination of logistics and administration. The successes of the British can be attributed 

also to the early declaration of the Maritime Exclusion Zone around the Islands, and while 

the Argentines respected it, it also created a sort of a boundary for a combat zone. The biggest 

controversy during the conflict was the sinking of the Belgrano, which the British sank 

outside their own established Exclusion Zone.  

Logistically, the British had a breakdown in the command system too, as captains and 

commanders on ships could not access the situation on land very well and vice-versa. In 

addition to that, the pressure from the Government was too high and problems with the 

intelligence did not make matters easy. They lost time on assembling credible assessments 
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and had to rely on American intelligence and French support to strike at the weak point of 

the Argentine forces.  

It is interesting to think about what would have happened had the British been prepared and 

acted in such a situation. Would it have scared the Argentines away? Perhaps not. Deterrence 

sometimes can be more provocative. It is more likely that they would have gone for a pre-

emptive strike, with their argument being that the British were discussing peace at the table 

but planning a military action. Or was this perhaps a psychological play by the British, who 

knew that Argentina was going to attack, but they played along and counterattacked. It seems 

unlikely, since they would have made secret preparations for such an event, which they 

absolutely did not. We know this because when Prime Minister Thatcher called for a crisis 

meeting for the first time, but it was too late to rely on diplomatic measures. Therefore, they 

too had no choice but to resort to a military counterattack. But had they prepared for an 

improbable attack; they would not have needed an unnecessarily high level of readiness.  

 

It is upheld that the Junta made similar miscalculations and wrong assumptions in its 

inability to anticipate an imminent counterattack. Indeed, they were under the assumption 

that Britain would not fight. Which is a strange assumption, as any attack is about power and 

to make the enemy do your bidding. In this case, Britain as a former empire and reeling from 

the humiliation of having lost many of its territories and colonies since the Second World 

War, would not have simply allowed Argentina to take over the Falkland Islands without a 

fight. Just as the opposite side should not have been so sure that Argentina would not have 

waged a war for supremacy over a territory which they considered to be rightfully theirs.  

An alternative idea which Hopple presents (1984, p. 351) is that there was a lack of 

deterrence which he likens to the current Korean situation, where the deterrence-

miscalculated escalation trade-off leans more towards a North Korean attack than to South 
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Korean provocation, a view that can be shared for the Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict too. 

The timing of the attack too did nothing to diminish Britain’s ability to react and assemble a 

strong task force. Evidently, if Argentina had waited a few months to strike, then the British 

forces would have been slower to assemble, having been dispersed for the spring/summer 

holidays, and would have even lacked aircraft carriers since those were decommissioned and 

sold to Australia. Thus, Argentina had no inkling that the British would escalate the surprise 

attack to a war (making it an ironic act of fate, as their surprise attack turned around to 

surprise them). Argentina was also about to acquire new arms and had they waited they 

would have had a superior army that at the time of the attack, and Britain would not have its 

fleet in the area. Thus, creating the assumption that the British would not have gone to war. 

Moreover, it has to be noted that given the evident population decline (1,813 according to 

the 1980 census) and limited economic benefits, it is quite probable that had Argentina 

waited it out, the Malvinas would have been theirs already, as the costs of maintaining them 

from afar would have outweighed the benefits. On the battlefield too Argentina made 

blunders. It missed out on the opportunity to use its airpower strategically, as it neither 

moved the air force from the mainland to the islands, nor were they operationally remarkably 

successful in their attacks on the British fleet.  

Another assumption is that the United States of America could have also prevented her from 

going to war and instead tried to be on good terms with both countries. As Washington Post 

(1983, p. A27) had printed, Galtieri would not have attacked the Falklands, if the US would 

have supported Britain. Argentina was under the impression that the US would not interfere. 

“In fact, when the Argentine Ministry of Foreign Affairs unilaterally issued a communique 

on the New York talks, Iglesias Rouco in La Prensa discussed the advantages of a direct 

seizure of the Falklands, an act which he believed would be "understood" by the US, and 

could be placated with an offer of joint naval facilities.” (Hopple, 1984, p. 352). 



 

43 

Lastly, seeing that similar military actions had succeeded earlier, for example with Turkey 

claiming northern Cyprus, Vietnam overtaking the Spratleys, Indonesia occupying East 

Timor, Iran taking control of islands in the Persian Gulf and China seizing the Paracels, 

Argentina was sure that its tactic would work on the Falklands. They had counted heavily 

the strong feelings of attachment towards the Islands and the young courage of their soldier. 

To them this approach was ideal also due to its easy to achieve, quick strategy, high payoffs, 

and low probability of failure.  

 

In effect, a symbolic occupation of the Islands had turned into a full-blown war. In the words 

of Costa Mendez, “The war was a mistake. The invasion was meant only to force 

negotiations" with Britain and bring about a “peaceful” solution to the conflict (Mecro Press, 

May 2007). The swift success of the invasion, the thundering outpour of celebrations in 

Argentina and the British decision to reciprocate in kind had essentially put the Argentine 

Government in a stalemate, from which there was no backing down.  

Why would they think the British would not fight? It is a matter of prestige, honour, and 

name-saving. The people of the Falklands were British citizens after all, and the Government 

in London would have wanted to protect its subjects. Although, perhaps not so much for the 

emotional, sentimental but rather political reasons. From the British perspective, the warning 

signs were scares and nothing more; and they did not expect the conflict to escalate with 

such haste, because according to their intelligence analyses if something were to happen, it 

would have happened in the summer, thus giving them a few more months. The political 

decisions or lack thereof were the real culprit of the war. But it must be pointed out that the 

warning intelligence failed to provide foresight and to prevent war.  
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Closing remarks for Chapter 1 

In international relations, the notion of 'legitimacy’ is especially important for strategy. It is 

more than just legality and what the popular ideas and sentiments are towards a topic. It 

welds together the concepts of democracy, morality, and above all legality to justify one’s 

actions and to face the consequences of one’s decisions. Britain lacked this approach, 

especially around the controversial sinking of the General Belgrano. Instead they 

concentrated on defending their rights to self-determination and self-defense; and 

underscoring that they would not allow aggression to win.  In this response, the UN 

Resolution 502 was passed, whereby immediate ceasefire and mutual withdrawal was 

reaffirmed. Along with these, the ideas of establishing long-term negotiation mechanisms 

and a UN backed military presence were discussed. 

While the latter point never became a reality, the relations between the adversaries have 

improved since 1982. In time it was agreed to remove discriminations against British 

companies, and to avoid discussing the issue of sovereignty. Since the 1990s British military 

presence has remained in the Falklands in reduced form, and diplomatic relations with 

Argentina have been fully restored (albeit to the initial protests of the islanders). To 

understand the shortcomings of British intelligence in failing to predict and prevent the 

attack, the Prime Minister had ordered an inquiry into the FCO, to identify the reasons of 

machinery failure and errors in judgement not only of that government but also preceding 

ones. Consequently, Britain’s failure in 1982 was a result of wrong policies made in the past, 

rather than a failure of the intelligence community. 

As Freedman rightfully observed, “the 1982 war was a watershed in the sense that it 

bolstered the resolve of the British Government to defend robustly the right of the islanders 

to live under a government of their choosing and diminished even further any islander 

interest in joining Argentina'' (Freedman, 2005, p. 2). The British Government has never 
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found an issue with the Falklands being under their sovereignty. However, the war brought 

up the question of democratic choice for self-determination, and referendums have since 

been held to determine if the islanders would prefer an Argentine rule over British. The last 

referendum took place in 2013 with the question “Do you wish the Falkland Islands to retain 

their current political status as an Overseas Territory of the United Kingdom?” to which 

1,518 (out of 1,650) voters took part. The results were astoundingly pro-British (1,517, i.e. 

99.80% had voted for “YES”), thus crushing any hope for an Argentine rule (Govt of 

Falklands, March 2013). It is beside the point that the inhabitants of the Islands are of British 

descent.  

In 1982, Freedman wrote in the British International Studies Association that the “political 

aspects [of] the Falklands might turn out to be a precursor of things to come, in the role 

allotted to the United Nations, the importance of the principle of self-determination, and a 

line-up that was neither East-West nor North-South, that is it reflected but was not dominated 

by either the cold war or anti-colonialism”(2005, p.642). Arguing further, he pointed out that 

in a post-Cold War era the importance of traditional military virtues remains important, an 

example of which we will see in the next Chapter. 
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2. The Case of Nagorno Karabakh (Artsakh) 

 

The second case study is rooted in the Helsinkian principles of territorial integrity and the 

right to self-determination. While these concepts seem pretty straight forward and go hand-

in-hand with each other, they are quite differently understood and supported by the 

‘immediate’ actors of this conflict - Armenia, Azerbaijan and the de facto state of Nagorno 

Karabakh (NK), also known as the Republic of Artsakh or Mountainous Karabakh. While 

the Armenian sides argue for the Karabakh Armenians’ right to self-determination, 

Azerbaijan feels that its territory is unlawfully occupied and demands that its right to 

territorial integrity be respected. The war that broke out in the 1990s, with the collapse of 

the Soviet Union, is characterised as one of the most gruesome and protracted ethnic and 

territorial conflicts in the post-Soviet space. With the fragile ceasefire signed in 1994, it has 

been often termed as a ‘frozen’ conflict, which in fact is not. Interestingly, after the cease-

fire agreements, all post-Soviet conflicts have been in “legal and political limbo” (Cornell, 

2017, p.8). Despite the skirmishes at the LoC, political and military escalations, sabre rattling 

threats, etc. the 2016 April War stands out with its strategic surprise and has put the conflict 

back on the forefront of policy and politics at the local, regional and to an extent at 

international levels.  

It is a commonly accepted belief that the Azerbaijani authorities are interested in 

destabilising the LoC and this has been evident by their rejection of confidence-building 

measures, such as the withdrawal of snipers from along the LoC, and the introduction of an 

incident investigation mechanism, and regular ceasefire violations along the LoC. They press 

that such measures can occur only if the Armenians relinquish the territories that they hold. 

Their argument is that the notion of security (which is a primary demand by Armenians) is 
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only a condition for progress. Armenian senior policymakers, on the other hand, have 

supported these confidence-building measures to a large extent.   

The April War surfaced a number of concerns and debunked a few myths that were believed 

for the past 22 years. For starters, the scale of escalation, operational and logistical 

coordination, the mission to capture certain posts and territories were signs that the attacks 

were premeditated. The heavy coverage of Minister Hasanov’s activities the week before the 

attack and Azeri media reports on the progress of the offensive add to this conclusion. 

“Examination of the dynamics just before and during the violence indicated that a 

combination of intentionality and runaway rules of engagement may have generated a more 

serious escalation that was perhaps originally planned” (Broers, 2016, p. 16). The attacks 

also followed Armenia’s move from “static defense” to a “deterrence system” which was 

announced by MoD Davit Tonoyan in February at the OSCE meeting in Vienna (Radio Free 

Europe, February 2016). 

The planned and runaway factors indicate that the hostilities are powered by an explosive 

force which was fuelled by the political goals of the nations. Azerbaijan’s decision to attack 

can be envisaged by an essential need with limited operation. That is to say that their goal 

was perhaps not to have such an escalation but to reprioritise the conflict between the sides, 

to test its military capabilities and to debunk the myth of impregnable Armenian frontlines. 

It was also to challenge the newly introduced Armenian doctrine of disproportionate 

response to the use of force.  

To understand what had led these nations to animosity towards each other, we again need to 

investigate the origins of the conflict and analyse the situation in April 2016. 
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2.1 Origin of the Conflict 

In the beginning of the 20th century, the first republics of Armenia and Azerbaijan were 

created. They, however, were short lived as both republics were integrated into the Soviet 

Union within two years of their inceptions. While Armenians are Christians and the 

indigenous people of the region, the Azerbaijanis - a Turkic nation, are seen as settlers. These 

religious and ethnic differences were further aggravated by the Armenian Genocide, which 

the Armenians suffered at the hands of Turkey’s predecessor - the Ottoman Empire at the 

end of the 19th and beginning of 20th centuries. The fragile relationship between the two 

nations resorted Soviet leaders to enforce the strategy of “divide and rule”, whereby they 

separated the territories and let each have control over parts of the other’s territories. Thus, 

Nakhichevan (an enclave) went to Azerbaijan, along with the Oblast of Nagorno Karabakh, 

where Armenians constituted a majority (about 70%), and Zangezur (present day Syuniq) 

became part of Armenia. As noted by Mark Katz (1996), when Stalin decided to give 

Nagorno-Karabakh to Azerbaijan, he knew that in the region the majority of the population 

was Armenian. He thus exploited the struggle between the subordinate groups in order to 

keep them from uniting to fight the central authority in Moscow, to have better control over 

them and to crystallise rather than solve the conflicts of the regions. Altstradt (2017, p. 32) 

considers, that the Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Region (oblast) was created to 

accommodate and protect the rights of the ethnic Armenians, but it also acted as “a leverage 

over both sides in case of future disputes over such core issues as autonomy”. 

 

Under Soviet rule, Armenians and Azerbaijanis lived in relative peace, until the USSR began 

to crumble in the late 1980s. This evoked local nationalist movements and urged the people 

of USSR to call for independence. The Armenians of Nagorno Karabakh demanded to 

secede from Azerbaijan and in time perhaps even join the newly independent Republic of 
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Armenia. The reasons for this were because of the “uneven allocation of economic or 

political resources” and being “threatened by the...political system” (Gurr, 1996, p.53). Thus, 

sensing these discriminations the Armenians of Karabakh manifested their concerns by 

mobilising Armenians of the region to demand cessation from Azerbaijan. Soon after, old 

differences and new positions lead to hostilities, pogroms organised by Azeris, where the 

late intervention of Soviet Ministry of Interior troops resulted in the massacre of Armenians 

in Sumgait. In return Armenians drove out Azeris from Armenia and as such the conflict 

escalated into a very bloody war that lasted six years. It is noteworthy that the restraint of 

the central government in Moscow to act resulted in deep-rooted suspicion in the minds of 

the belligerents (viewing Moscow as a manipulator) and these sentiments continue to this 

day. 

The result of the war was the birth of Nagorno Karabakh, which became a de facto state 

(depending who one talks to, the region is either liberated or occupied) and with it, seven 

adjoining regions in part or in whole came under Armenian control. Azerbaijan claims that 

20% of its territory is now occupied by Armenians, while some political scientists put this 

figure at 14%. In either case, from a humanitarian perspective that is not the most concerning 

issue, but is the loss of life that happened - the popularly accepted number is around 20,000 

deaths both civilian and military, while the number of internally displaced peoples (IDP) is 

over a million - 350,000 Armenians and 750,000 Azerbaijanis, according to the Helsinki 

Commission Report (2017, p.1). 

The war ended in 1994 with a ceasefire that was brokered by Russia. Consequently, under 

the auspices of the Organisation on Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) (then called 

the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe) the Minsk Group was formed, with 

the mandate to aid the sides in coming up with a solution to the conflict. The Minsk Group 

is co-chaired by 3 countries USA, France and Russia, as well as having an OSCE CiO 
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(Chairperson-in-Office) Personal Representative, based in Tbilisi. These states and actors 

along with neighbouring Turkey and Iran to an extent constitute the ‘secondary’ involved 

actors of the conflict as opposed to the aforementioned ‘primary’ involved actors. While we 

shall debate OSCE’s effectiveness in recent years, it is, one might say, the only international 

multilateral body that constantly monitors, coordinates, organises meetings among the 

belligerents thus far. Unlike other conflict areas, the LoC between Azerbaijan and the de 

facto Republic of Artsakh is not controlled by international peacekeeping forces of any kind. 

Economically, this state of war is taking a toll on both countries, driving them to invest in 

the military while putting everything else in a secondary category. Politically, it is 

destabilising as it is a breeding ground for corruption, manipulation, influence of foreign 

powers, destabilising internal affairs, as oppositions grow, and disconformities start to tear 

at the fabric of social life. Governments have used the conflict to further their political gains 

and impose their rules and legitimise their powers.  

 

Azerbaijan considers that its sovereignty, integrity, and state security cannot be complete if 

the frozen conflict of the mountainous region looms overhead. They also consider Russia to 

be the biggest threat to their independence. After witnessing the two wars erupt (2008 

Georgian war and 2014 Annexation of Crimea), their policy has diverted from seeking to be 

closer to the West and more towards Russia, with Aliev visiting Moscow and calling their 

big neighbour a “friend country”, and committing to the pipelines between Iran and Russia 

via their territory. The region is a strategic corridor for linking Europe and Asia and plays a 

significant role in terms of energy delivery and military logistics. To this effect, even China 

has come to realise the importance of its geographical and logistical position and is actively 

seeking relations with South Caucasian states. Cornell (2017, p.2) argues, that “In security 

terms, the Russian invasion of Georgia in 2008 - itself a precursor to its aggression directed 
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at Ukraine five years later - indicated that the South Caucasus was a flashpoint in European 

security with an impact extending considerably beyond its borders.” 

Altstadt (2017) suggests that Azerbaijan has been more vocal in using military power in 

recent years, particularly after these two wars. What has aided them in taking such a stance 

is the years of arms proliferation. With the success of Azeri oil trade, their economy boomed, 

the military budget increased, the country became richer, stronger, and more powerful in the 

region. In recent years, the military budget has surpassed billions of US dollars annually, 

making it higher than Armenia’s entire annual GDP. Wayne Merry (2012) points out that 

the arms race and renewed fighting with more lethal weapons each time “is likely to 

devastate both countries’ populations and land, and could draw in neighbouring states like 

Iran and Turkey, as well as non-state actors like the Islamic State, leading to a wider regional 

war in a volatile area.” 

The ceasefire of 1994 has been violated on uncountable occasions since then, but by and 

large it was also respected for the past 26 years. The surprise attacks on 2 April was 

extraordinary due to its scale, choice of weapons, escalation, and loss of life. It included 

heavy artillery, surface-to-air, air-to-surface, and surface-to-surface weapons, in conjunction 

with cyber-attacks. It is also outstanding because it “saw Azerbaijan take control of two 

strategic heights in addition to other modest gains, representing the first change to the status 

quo since the 1994 ceasefire” (Helsinki Commission Report 2017, p.2.). While the military 

gains were a psychological victory for Azerbaijan, the tone in Armenia was sombre. The 

government also tried to downplay the importance of the lost territories, categorising them 

as strategically and tactically insignificant and only 400 hectares. 

Although an Azeri attack should not have been a surprise for the Armenian side, it was 

indeed. And its success, albeit symbolic, has been rewarding for the Azeri nation that had 

been suffering from the trauma of losing the war during the 1990s. Russia, however, has 
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come out as the real victor - it managed to circumvent the OSCE Minsk Group and single-

handedly delivered another ceasefire agreement, simultaneously strengthening its position 

in the South Caucasus and being seen as the guarantor of peace. Aleksandra Jarosiewicz and 

Maciej Falkowski (2016) agree that we cannot rule out the idea that “the Nagorno-Karabakh 

conflict is part of a broader Russian plan aimed...at introducing Russian troops into the 

region as peacekeepers. This would strengthen Russia’s geopolitical position in the Caucasus 

and would mean that Western influence is being marginalised”. 

 

According to Wendy Betts (1999), the conflict over Nagorno Karabakh is saturated in 

cultural and structural elements. The structural aspect refers to the Azeri government’s 

inability to counterbalance and oppose the pressures from the Moscow to control the 

rebellions despite having autonomy over Karabakh, because the USSR policies made sure 

that the regional governments would be subservient to the central government and thus 

ineffective in many aspects locally. Culturally, the tragedies of the Armenian Genocide are 

still an ‘open wound’ and very vivid in the collective memory of all Armenians and these 

are also heightened by the close cooperation and brotherly relations of Azerbaijan and 

Turkey (Dadrian, 1995). 

In a nutshell, geopolitical conflicts in the region, the deep mistrust of the belligerents, the 

existing inertia regarding procedural or diplomatic change or even a movement towards a 

solution, coupled with patriotism and nationalist propaganda have stagnated any attempts 

towards negotiations and change to the status quo. Such factors along with the disintegration 

of “constraints on recursive low-intensity violence... pose significant risks that a large-scale 

war could occur by default” (Broers, 2016, p.2). 
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2.2 What Went Wrong? 

There had emerged three trends that had had a direct impact on Azerbaijan's decision to carry 

out a surprise attack on their arch nemesis. Namely, the increased military capabilities of 

the actors, the change in the military intent, and the marginalisation of negotiations. In 

addition to that, the economic recession in the country and internal struggles between the 

population and the government had also added fuel to the fire (Broers, 2016, p.5). 

 

In the recent decades both countries have increased their military capabilities and spending. 

Since 1995, the annual military spending rose from $126million USD (Armenia) and 

$123million USD (Azerbaijan), to $444 million USD for Armenia and $1,509 million USD 

for Azerbaijan in 2016 (SIPRI Military Expenditure Database, 1949-2019 - Excel 

spreadsheet). The latter can afford to spend as much as they do on improving military 

capabilities, because of their oil and petroleum businesses, trade, and the controversial 

‘caviar diplomacy’. As a result, they have acquired weapons not only from Russia, but also 

Israel, Czechia and Slovakia (See for example “The Slovak Spectator” and “Radio Prague 

International”). On the other hand, Armenia’s dominant supplier of arms is Russia, because 

of the bilateral agreements between the two, whereby Russia partly protects Armenia’s 

external security, and sells weapons at subsidised prices (also because of the provisions in 

the Collective Security Treaty Organisation (CSTO). This arrangement of arms sales is to 

counterbalance the embargo on Armenia and Azerbaijan by the European Union and the US 

because of the ongoing conflict). As the guarantor of security of Nagorno Karabakh, 

Armenia also supplies arms and ammunition to the de facto Republic. 

 

A change in military intent was observed since 2014-2015, when the number of skirmishes 

and shootings across the LoC had grown. The shootings even increased across the 
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international border of Armenia and Azerbaijan and were characterised by the use of 

weapons of larger calibre. Moving targets and residential areas were also targeted. Both 

countries had held large-scale military exercises, mobilised their troops, and checked their 

own preparedness. The change of intent can also be seen by the new persons in the roles of 

Ministers of Defense in Azerbaijan as well as in Artsakh. It is hardly a coincidence that the 

arrival of these men to their new roles resulted in the increase of border shootings. Under 

the tenures of Zakir Hasanov and Levon Mnatsakanyan, the sides developed and cultivated 

their online and media presence. It is noteworthy that a week before the April attack, 

Hasanov had paid a visit to the LoC, which was widely covered by the media. He had 

inspected for battle readiness and met with the generals of the Azerbaijani army (see for 

example Contact.az (March 2016); APA (March 2016); News.Az (March 2016); Report.az 

(March 2016)). The credibility and prestige of the Azerbaijani army had also risen since the 

officer trainings with their Turkish and US counterparts, although the level of regular 

fighting forces, including their ability to use sophisticated weapons systems remained in 

question (Altstadt, 2017, p.44). Nevertheless, the increased popularity of their armed forces, 

their larger population and higher birth-rate suggest that a temptation towards renewed 

fighting (ibid., p.45). 

 

The third trend of marginalised negotiations can be observed by the way the belligerents 

treat the Madrid Principles, which has been signed in 2007 after three years of negotiations. 

Evidently, there is an impasse, as the sides have disagreements on setting deadlines and the 

final status of the de facto Republic - Armenians voting for Artsakh’s independence and 

security, Azeris pushing for an autonomous yet integral region of their country. The failure 

of the OSCE Minsk Group not producing any tangible results, is part of the problem too. 

According to Behlul (2008) it is because Russia has a lot to gain from the situation, while 
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according to Mehtiyer (2005) the strong positions of the belligerents is the problem. When 

neither of them is relenting in their approach and demands, there is little that can come out 

of negotiations. However, it is worth to mention that the prolongation of the Minsk Process 

will benefit Armenia - the status quo is in its favour, as it prevents Azerbaijan from getting 

territorial gains in case of a settlement. Thus, it is a valid argument, as to why Azerbaijan 

would have grown tired of the stagnant situation after a quarter of a century.  

 

Besides the political disagreements and impasses at international and intergovernmental 

levels, domestically too, the governments almost do not allow public discussions, empathy 

and discourse to exist. They do not engage their respective societies in dialogue, and instead 

pull the reign of such talks tightly, so as to dissuade any talk of compromise, thus displaying 

their lack of political will. By far, the Azeri government has been stricter about this, 

demonstrated by its horrific treatment of journalists, and crackdowns on any opposition or 

liberal thinkers who have criticised the Aliev regime. At the domestic front, the falling prices 

of oil and petroleum had created a toll on the hardships of the Azeri population. To prevent 

riots and protests, the regime instead put its efforts in diverting the attention to the interstate 

conflict.  

 

In summation, we can say that from Azerbaijan’s point of view, the time for action was ripe 

- they had military superiority, the political motive, the economic crunch, and the domestic 

unrest that was ‘threatening’ to destabilise the ruling family - the Aliev dynasty. As to why 

the date of 2 April was chosen, we can only speculate that, as previous practice had shown, 

there have been shootings across the border after meetings between the heads of states, and 

at the time of the attack President Sargsyan of Armenia and President Aliev of Azerbaijan 

were just returning from an international Security Summit in New York. Thus, the motives 
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were many and the willingness was there. However, some contemplate whether Azerbaijan 

really anticipated that such an attack would result in war, because of the apparent ‘lack of 

military mobilisation’ of weaponry as well as manpower on their part.  

 

2.3 The Attack  

On the night of 1 April and early-morning hours of 2 April, the Azerbaijani army carried out 

a planned offensive in the form of a blitzkrieg along the LoC between Azerbaijan and 

Nagorno Karabakh, targeting five locations in particular - in the north-east and south-east 

positions. In the next few days, there was heavy fighting and bloodshed in Agdam, Mataghis, 

Talish and Lele Tepe settlements and regions. A number of villages came under heavy fire 

as well. It was a perfect opportunity for Azerbaijan to test their new UAVs and an attempt 

to break the defense line of the local Armenian forces while taking as much territory as 

possible. After initial reports reached the NKR political and military leaders, the army began 

evacuating the civilians from Talish, Mataghis and Martakert. At around 02:30 local time, 

the Azerbaijani Special Forces had already surrounded two of these villages -Talish and 

Mataghis (Titizian, EVN Report April 2017). From then on to 5 April the conflict intensified, 

and the belligerents blamed each other for the outbreak of violence. The Armenian Prime 

Minister blamed Azeris for the outbreak, stating it was part of their “policy aimed at stalling 

the political reconciliation process”, while Azerbaijan accused Armenia of intensive shelling 

along the border, defending their actions as “retaliation measures” (RT News, Live Updates, 

2 April 2016). At one point, on 3 April, Azerbaijan claimed to have called for a unilateral 

ceasefire, but by then they had already captured Armenian posts, and assumed that if 

Armenians mobilised to fight back for lost territories, they would “respond by deploying 

Orbiter 2M weaponized drones with the Spike-LR missiles system” (Shirijev, 2016).  



 

57 

The April War saw an immense increase in dissemination of “fake news” about the situation 

on the ground, number of casualties, etc. and of course war propaganda. This made it quite 

difficult to separate facts from fiction, and at the same time created a lot of enthusiastic 

mobilisation of the public as well as panic and criticism of the governments of both sides.  

For Armenians, the war also meant three things - that Azerbaijan was not afraid of using 

force and would go to any lengths; that the previously believed impregnable defences of the 

Armenian frontlines could in fact be easily broken; and thirdly, the CSTO alliances, 

especially agreements with Russia were terribly fragile. It also brought out the problems in 

the Armenian army. As it turned out, not only was the institution steep in corruption, but 

was also complacent. They were still using outdated equipment - artillery as well as 

communication systems and defense mechanisms. There were also reports of apparent 

shortage of fuel and resources which resulted in unnecessary loss of life. When word broke 

out, the public was outraged with the government, leading to protests (in Yerevan and other 

cities) that had a major anti-Russian streak.   

As mentioned earlier, the April escalation was on a new scale of fighting. It included tanks, 

infantry, helicopters and UAVs (in particular the Israeli produced HAROP suicide drones), 

as well as other heavy surface-to-air machinery. In the cyber arena, the self-styled 

“Armenian Cyber Army” and the “Monte Melkonyan Cyber Army” brought down the 

Azerbaijani Press Agency website, as well as other official websites and social media 

accounts. Azerbaijanis, on the other hand, used fake Facebook accounts to spread 

disinformation and malware among the Armenian public users. 

Overall, there is still a debate over the official fatalities and material loss. It is generally 

believed among analysts that Azerbaijan gravely understated its share of the losses, as the 

official statement (31 combatants and 6 civilians) and reports of funerals did not match. The 

brutal killing and mutilation of ethnic Armenian civilians as well as three soldiers by 
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Azerbaijani army created headlines across the world and drew criticism, after photos of 

Azeri soldiers posing with the decapitated head of Private Kyaram Sloyan appeared on social 

media. Since these heinous crimes are equivalent to war crimes, the Armenian side has 

submitted these cases to the European Court of Human Rights. Moreover, the bodies of 18 

Armenian servicemen that were repatriated with the facilitation of the International 

Committee of the Red Cross and the Personal Representative of the OSCE Chairperson-in-

Office had signs of torture and mutilation (Titizian, EVN Report April 2017).   

Truce was finally called on 5 April after another two days of heavy fighting. It was once 

again brokered by Russia, while the OSCE Minsk Group Co-Chairs and other heads of states 

called for peace and restarting of negotiations between Armenians and Azerbaijanis. 

As previously stated, the Armenian governments tried to underplay the importance of the 

lost territories which all together constituted around 400 square meters. However, these three 

heights close to the Iranian border were identified as ‘important’ by Arsen Melik-

Shakhnazarov, a member of the minister-counsel of Nagorno-Karabakh’s permanent 

delegation to Russia (RT News, Live Updates, 2 April 2016). 

Overall, the scale and intensity of the attack, the heavy concentration on five targeted areas, 

mobilisation of military equipment, the number of personnel involved, the loss of life and 

material, and the rhetoric of  Azeri officials are true indicators that the April aggressions was 

not a spontaneous outburst of hostilities and was indeed a premeditated and planned attack. 

 

2.4 Analysis / Aftermath  

Attempting to analyse why the attacks happened in April 2016 is not a simple task because 

of several complications and intricacies. Firstly, the intelligence data is lacking from the 

actors. This is because either they remain a state secret or they simply do not exist. Secondly, 
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due to the disinformation and war propaganda it is difficult to determine what is fact and 

what is fiction. Thirdly, there is the national issue of socio-economic and political conditions 

in Azerbaijan that pushed them to take such an action. The country felt ready to flex its 

muscles and test its new range of weaponry. We also need to consider the “frozen” or 

stagnant situation of the conflict, which had been moving nowhere for about a quarter of a 

century and needed to be brought to the forefront of the international arena. Lastly, from an 

international perspective, the multilateral organisation tasked with finding a peaceful 

solution for the conflict - the Minsk Group of the OSCE was seen as a tremendous failure in 

its incompetence to complete its task.  

 

The lack of intelligence data creates a major issue in analysing this case. While the states 

blame each other for the outbreak, it has been observed that Azerbaijan had planned the 

attack, and this is evident in their coordinated attacks, including mobilisation of artillery, 

troops, and media. The only doubt is on how far they considered escalating - this is largely 

because they did not attempt to consolidate the captured territories. In the case of Armenia, 

the secrecy could be because of the ongoing investigation that is carried out by the special 

investigative parliamentary commission to examine the circumstances of the April 2016 war. 

This may also be the reason why requests for interviews from officials, political analysts and 

former conscripts were evaded to the author of this paper.  

On the other hand, as mentioned above, during the war, disinformation was at a high - fake 

social media accounts and media outlets bringing in wrong news, trying to discourage the 

enemy and throw each other off track. Even state media withheld the correct information, 

especially regarding casualties, fatalities, loss of material and territories. One of the major 

scandals that broke out, for instance, was the loss of territory, which Armenians delayed on 

reporting, then backtracked on information about the size of the lost territories, from 400 to 
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800 hectares. Finally, they admitted the loss but downplayed its significance, stating that 

those areas were not strategically important. All these dissuaded and angered the public. 

Even after the War, media outlets continue to give conflicting messages and this adds to the 

confusion of people and the undeniable need for reliable, unbiased information on both sides 

and particularly in local languages, which is something that is falling short to date (Shiriyev, 

September 2019). 

Thirdly, analysts have tried to determine the reasons for such a sudden escalation on the part 

of Azerbaijan. One of the main reasons they have agreed on is the socio-economic situation 

stemming from the declining oil prices since June 2014, followed by currency devaluation, 

loss of jobs, which had sparked protests by early 2016. Therefore, it was Aliyev’s intention 

to divert the population’s attention from domestic issues to ignite their sentiments towards 

neighbouring Armenians. Thus, their plan was to use a snoozed conflict with low intensity 

to unite their own society and create a diversion. It proved to be a success for the Aliev 

regime, as it strengthened his positions domestically.  

Azerbaijan was also deeply unhappy with and did not trust the ‘ongoing’ negotiation process 

for the past 22 years and felt that it was time to take matters into its own hands. Much like 

Argentina in 1982, Azerbaijan felt confident that the opponent would not be able to 

reciprocate in kind, but because Armenians lacked Azerbaijan’s superior military 

capabilities. The stature of the Azeri army had considerably grown and would be difficult to 

“shift gears” in case of progress in the peace process (Shiriyev, September 2019). It is 

noteworthy, however, that Broers (2016) warns of overstating the domestic situation in 

Azerbaijan for its decision to make such a drastic military move. After all this was not its 

first experience of economic and largely apolitical protests. He notes that the coincidence of 

the surprise attacks with Aliev’s visit to the USA (an OSCE co-chair and lead mediator) was 

a hint that “its purpose was an external signal”.  
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Here a little depth is required to understand this “external signal” – whether it is meant to be 

the US, Russia, or Turkey.  We can eliminate the idea that the West, particularly the US had 

been manipulating the events to destabilise Russia’s influence in the region as there is no 

evidence to suggest this. The only notion supporting this is that right before the attacks, Aliev 

was in New York.  Yet, it has been speculated that Azerbaijan was given a limited amount 

of time to carry out its ‘mission’ by certain geopolitical players to distract the attention of 

people from the leaked “Panama Papers” that had damaging information not just on the Aliev 

family but also Vladimir Putin. But this military offensive seems to have been agreed with 

Moscow on the condition that Azerbaijan would not push Armenia “to question its strategic 

alliance with Moscow (Shiriyev, 2016). Lastly, the external influence of Turkey can be 

argued insofar as the eruption of violence happened at a time when Ankara and Moscow 

were at a heightened crisis following the downing of a Russian bomber in Syria. 

Nevertheless, despite these observations and speculations, “one should exclude external 

roles in triggering the fighting” suggests Vicken Cheterian (June 2016). 

 

Fourthly, for the first time since the conflict began, Azerbaijan felt in a position to influence 

the outcome of the situation and hoped to bring an end to the status quo. They had the 

military means; the economic growth of the previous years had filled their coffers and 

modernised their military capabilities. It was time for them to test their supplies, show their 

prowess and ‘reap the fruits’ of their long awaited ‘revenge’. Cornell (2017, p.9) points out 

that the “revanchist sentiments in Azerbaijan are growing stronger by the year; and while 

outside military experts might disagree, the preponderance of Azerbaijanis now believe that 

their military is capable of taking the lost territories back if they were assured that Russia 

would not intervene on Armenia’s behalf”.   
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Lastly, the ineptitude of the OSCE to live up to the expectations of it being a beacon of light, 

in bringing the warring parties together with a peaceful solution is seen as another major 

reason for the April War. As Cornell (2017, pp. 2-3) rightly notes, the international 

instruments like the Minsk Group - “a moribund institution”, formed in the 1990s is still 

locked in the mindset of the 1990s. They have not evolved with the times and have not 

adapted to the shifted nature of the conflict - “with the geopolitical component becoming at 

least as prominent as its inter-communal nature”. If we observe deeper, we can see that the 

mediators are only at times interested in the conflict resolution but mostly for preserving the 

“correct format of the process”, i.e. the status quo, rather than finding an innovative solution 

or a creative proposal.  

 

Until 12 July 2020 the situation was viewed with sceptical optimism. There have not been 

similar incidents since April 2016, yet the skirmishes and occasional sniper shootings still 

occurred.  In 2017, under the auspices of the co-Chairs of the Minsk Group, the two heads 

of states met and restarted negotiations. Since the 2018 Revolution in Armenia, there have 

been over three meetings between President Aliev and Prime Minister Pashinyan. There has 

also been an exchange of journalists in 2019, which was a first since the conflict began. 

Another result of recent developments was the willingness of the de facto Republic’s leaders 

to provide international mediators with the data collected from the LoC video surveillance 

system, that monitors the border cease-fire permanently. This still has the potential of 

becoming an integral part of the constructive mechanism between the two sides, lessening 

the amount of ceasefire violations, and reducing the blame-game. Famed South Caucasus 

expert Thomas de Waal writes that Azerbaijan had welcomed Pashinyan as “a chance to turn 

the page on the dispute”, and the countries had even set up a hotline for information 
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exchange. Because of the agreed measures, shooting on the international border had 

diminished too, allowing villagers to go on with their lives in peace (de Waal, October 2019).  

However, the outbreak of violence on 12 July amid the Coronavirus pandemic on the 

international border between the Republics of Armenia and Azerbaijan has thwarted any 

such hopes for peace once again. Although the outbreak seems to be attributed to a human 

factor, the reluctance of the sides to de-escalate despite international petitions only suggests 

how deep rooted the animosity between the neighbouring peoples still is and how superficial 

and fragile the “cooperation” in the last two years had been.  

Broers (2016) suggests that “the primary goal driving the violence in April 2016” was to 

transform the  “conflict into a clear and present threat to international interests”, because 

only then would there be a focus on the region strong enough to bring the warring parties to 

the table to come up with a  new roadmap towards peacebuilding and ensure long lasting 

security. As it would appear, this feared “major flare-up” analysts were with even “higher 

stakes” analysts were warning about is already happening.   

 

Closing remarks for Chapter 2 

The April War was an eye-opening ordeal for the Armenian side. It proved that their defenses 

were by and large faulty, their intelligence - weak. We can say that quite like the attacks in 

the Falklands, the April attacks were a failure of not just intelligence but also of policy. The 

belligerents have not committed themselves to any arrangements towards normalisation of 

relations (especially not without preconditions), security agreements nor post-settlement 

plans. The surprise attack also ignited a debate, criticism over the conditions prevalent in the 

Armenian Armed Forces, the dominating corruption, and other issues. Since then, the 

Government has been working towards improving the circumstances, ranging from wellness 

of soldiers, to food and above all equipment and mechanisms such as surveillance, 
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monitoring systems, defense mechanisms. Unless the Government of Armenia is covering 

up the statistics and situation of the current escalation and attacks, it appears that the steps 

taken since the April War have been quite significant.  

The ‘deterrence-miscalculated escalation trade-off’, which Hopple had explained using the 

example of North and South Koreas (see page 41 above), talks about the balance between 

attacking and provoking. Evidently, the surprise attack of 2016 was more of an Azerbaijani 

attack rather than Armenian provocation. The reasons for this conclusion have been already 

discussed, and one thing to reiterate here is that the status quo suits the Armenian sides better 

than their opponent. Therefore, Armenians had no reason to attack neither in 2016, nor 

arguably in 2020.  

In conclusion, it all comes down to peace and justice - terms to which both sides have varying 

opinions about. While for Armenians it means the self-determination, sovereignty, 

independence and security of the Armenians of the Nagorno Karabakh Republic, for Azeris 

it is the return of the territories to restore Azerbaijani territorial integrity to the Soviet era, 

and the return of the displaced people that migrated during the 1990s war (Shiriyev, 

September 2019). As long as the status quo and the state of limbo continue, and as long as 

the threat of a single sniper shot resulting in another escalation persists, so will the threat of 

another surprise attack, and the prolonged environment of regional insecurity and instability.  
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Observations  

Following Betts’ proposal to study strategic surprise in comparative cases, below are some 

thematic observations based on our two cases of surprise attacks.  

Similarities between the 1982 Falklands War and 2016 April War 

From the international law and terminology perspective: 

1. The conflicts are essentially territorial in nature and thus, are embedded in the 

fundamental principles of accepted international laws - the right to territorial 

integrity, the right to self-determination, and the right to sovereignty.  

2. Principle of self-determination was pushed by Armenia and Britain. While Buenos 

Aires supported a simple transfer of sovereignty with guaranteed safeguards for the 

rights and liberties of the islanders, Britain leaned on guarantees that also involved 

British administration. Ultimately it was either lease-back (as in the case of Hong 

Kong) or condominium (a joint Argentine-British administration). Eventually, both 

ideas were scraped as the islanders did not agree to them. In the Armenian case too - 

the Armenians of Artsakh have been vehemently against suggestions of Azerbaijan 

to give them an autonomous status, as they fear that such an arrangement would lead 

to further security issues and internal conflicts. 

Negotiations: 

3. In both conflicts, there had been continuous talks and dialogue. For instance, Anglo-

Argentine talks and summits had occurred frequently since 1976 in New York, Lima, 

Geneva, etc. while Armenia-Azerbaijan talks have occurred since 1994 in Moscow, 

Kazan, Geneva, New York, etc. However, as the surprise attacks have indicated these 

talks had amounted to zero-sum, and proved to be only for appearances, for garnering 

positive points from international and intergovernmental bodies like the UN, OSCE, 
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etc., and to prolong the status quo for as long as possible without significant 

movements in the field of negotiations.  

4. In both cases, the conflict was being dragged out, with negotiations moving nowhere, 

there was always a backstop to negotiations. In the Falklands case, there was the 

issue of sovereignty, selling out the Islands to Argentina because it was not 

economically beneficial to the British, and Argentina being tired of waiting while the 

Government in London kept stalling. Similarly, in the Artsakh case, negotiations 

were never yielding the results that were anticipated. There were always some 

prerequisites like Artsakh being a party to negotiations. Azerbaijan was tired of the 

conflict being stagnated and with the attack hoped to gain a change in the status quo. 

5. Human psyche is a fundamental and inalienable aspect when it comes to such cases 

of yielding power or forfeiting, making a concession for the greater good. Because 

of this, our case studies have shown to be stagnant in the fields of diplomacy and 

negotiations. Neither side dares to concede to any demands, lest they appear weak, 

fragile and ‘without a backbone’. It is also the national pride, the patriotic spirit that 

happens to prevent them from making any progress - much like a game, if one 

concedes, it loses.  

6. From a political heads’ perspective, the reasons for the attack may not be clear, 

despite the warnings and intelligence. During 1982, the climate between the British 

and Argentine governments seemed rather calm and somewhat pleasant. There were 

bilateral talks and ‘fruitful’ political dialogue. No one expected the Argentine forces 

to attack in April, when the peace talks from February and March were going so 

smoothly. In the Azerbaijani-Armenian conflict as well, the heads of states were just 

returning from a multilateral Security Summit when the news of the attack came in.  
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Domestic situations: 

7. Domestic distractions of the victim states are another commonality that has been 

observed - Armenia, for example, was busy with the New York Security Summit, the 

preparation for Armenian Genocide Commemoration (held annually on 24 April) and 

Aurora Awards for Humanitarian Activism. Great Britain, on the other hand, was 

busy with the European Communities’ budgetary decisions, and the Foreign 

Secretary's visit to Israel.    

8. Both victim states suffered from reduced sensitivity to alarms, as there have been 

verbal threats on numerous occasions prior to the actual attacks.  

9. The feelings of identity and allegiance remained strong among the peoples of the 

contested territories. The Falkland Islanders who were never supportive of Argentine 

rule, remain to this day true to their British identity. A referendum carried out in 2013 

indicated that 99.8% of the population wanted to remain under British rule. (Govt of 

Falklands, March 2013). The Armenians of Artsakh too have been adamant in their 

conviction of being independent of Azerbaijan, and maintain close ties with Armenia, 

the guarantor of their security and representative at international fora. The 1991 

independence referendum stands as a testament to their convictions, with a 99.98% 

voting to become an independent entity (Database of Direct Democracy, 1991). 

10. The attacking state actors were both authoritative dictatorships. While Argentina was 

a military dictatorship, Azerbaijan is leaning more and more towards a dynastic 

autocratic government, with political power being concentrated in the Aliev family 

since 1990s. They were both rising regional powers, more so in the case of Argentina. 

And both were stimmed in corruption. Could this comparison be an indication that 

autocratic states are more prone to initiating violence? It is too small a sample to 

make such a generalisation but considering the antics of North Korea, China, Turkey, 
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and other regional bullies, it would seem to support this view. In both our cases the 

attacked sides were either a democracy (Britain) or a semi-oligarchic democracy 

(Armenian/NK). And as already highlighted, those kinds of governments will fight 

for principles.    

Mistakes: 

11. The victim states underestimated the feelings the attacking sides had harboured for 

the respective territories.  

12. The defense, deterrence mechanisms, intelligence collection and analyses and policy 

reform of the victim states were key points why the surprise succeeded.  

On the battlefield: 

13. The British were lucky that Argentina could not operate their equipment to the best 

of their capacity. The testing and technical support for the Exocets was left 

incomplete when the French withdrew their support. Only one had the capability to 

fire AM-39 bombs, which made the Joint Intelligence Committee to conclude that 

had they all been modified to support such launches, they would have posed a 

humongous threat to the British. In a similar fashion, the Azerbaijani military 

suffered from incapability, despite having superior weaponry. A case in point was 

the usage of kamikaze UAVs. They could have been utilised in a way to pose greater 

harm but managed to only shoot a bus and a helicopter.  

14. It appears that Buenos Aires and Baku both followed a limited war strategy, whereby 

they aimed for short, sharp interventions to achieve quick changes in the status quo. 

In the case of Azerbaijan, this policy of attrition by which they aimed to weaken their 

adversaries to a point where the latter would relinquish their demands could have 

provided short term successes but in the long run could have led to a full-fledged 
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war. And if this is their new strategy then the events of July 2020 can be considered 

a part of their new doctrine. Similarly, with the British counterstrike the conflict 

resulted in a full-blown gory war.   

Outcome: 

15. Both wars created international outcries and did nothing to bolster the images of 

General Galtieri and President Aliev internationally. Domestically, Galtieri enjoyed 

the brief admiration of his people, but Aliev manages to retain domestic popularity 

to date.  

16. The idea of stationing peacekeeping forces in the Falklands and in Artsakh had been 

discussed but in neither case the parties did not agree to such an arrangement. In the 

Falklands, this was because the war lead to a definitive answer – Britain being 

victorious, and Argentina being too humiliated to continue aggressive politics for the 

sovereignty of the Islands and thus, no need for peacekeepers anymore. In the 

Artsakh case it was a little different. Neither side trusts Russia to station its troops 

on the LoC, in fear that it would turn into a larger regional hegemon and ultimately 

make Artsakh a part of Russia (a far-away oblast). In an event that a peacekeeping 

force would be allowed, both Azerbaijan and Armenia (and Nagorno Karabakh) 

agree that they would not object to having a multinational/cultural force comprised 

of French, Canadians, Russian, and others.   

17. Both surprise attacks have been plagued by war scandals. In the case of Argentina, 

the biggest issue had risen around the sinking of Belgrano. The outcry was so huge 

that it threatened to destroy peace negotiations. In the Nagorno Karabakh case, it was 

the war crimes carried out by the Azeri army - i.e. beheading of soldiers and 

mutilation of civilians after they captured the border villages. 
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Differences between the two cases: 

1. Arguably, Argentina was reacting to the British lack of commitment to resolving the 

conflict by military means as well as signalling that it had no intention to address it 

diplomatically. Contrary to this, for resolving the Nagorno Karabakh conflict, the 

sides usually stated their willingness to use diplomacy, however made no steps 

towards it. They keep trading war-threats, stating that they are each ready for military 

action and ‘obliterating the other side if need be’. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter, it is strongly believed that Azerbaijan was using the opportunity to test not 

only its newly acquired capabilities and the strength of its adversary, but as a 

response to the stalled negotiations and ‘pointless negotiations’ that pushed them to 

take the matter into their own hands.  

2. Argentina did not think Britain would fight back at all, as it had so far been lukewarm 

towards the conflict pertaining the sovereignty of the Islands. Argentina felt that 

Britain was ‘only about the talk but not the action’. This cannot be said of Azerbaijan, 

as the policy of reciprocity in violence has been always followed. Also, while they 

did think that they were following a limited war doctrine, they were simultaneously 

checking if Armenia’s new defense policy of deterrence and equal reciprocity would 

be implemented.  

3. Another major difference between the two is in the scale of operations, including 

logistics and the theatre. The 1982 attack was incomparably larger, with heavier 

weapons, larger armies, and a bigger number of casualties. The conflict lasted ten 

weeks. The 2016 attacks were comparably smaller in scale and lasted four days. 

4. It is clear that in the Falklands war there was a clear victor and loser, but in the case 

of Karabakh, it is evident that it is a loss-loss situation, as both parties continue to 
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build their arsenals, refrain from making any real commitments, and do nothing 

towards building peace dialogue and preparing the peoples for peace.    

5. Lastly, the parties to the conflict differ in number too. While the Falklands war had 

three primary sides, and to a certain extent USA; the April War is marred by primary 

and secondary actors, making negotiations harder, and vested interests too many. 

In a post-WWII order, where peace, security, diplomacy and international governance  are 

highly revered, conflicts of such calibre, involving the delicate notes of symbolic nationalism 

and patriotic propaganda, ideals like sovereignty, territorial integrity and self-determination, 

need to have more parties at the table of negotiations. International multilateral bodies need 

to be formed, given legitimate power to preside over such conflict management measures. 

They need to involve all immediate parties concerned and be innovative in their approaches. 

As observed bodies like the Minsk Group are not developed and modern enough to evolve 

with the changing times. The power of the UN has become rather symbolic, indicating that 

it is not in a position to drive change at a local/regional level. Mechanisms for conflict 

management need to be polished and implemented. Meetings between heads of states need 

to start happening in the regions, rather than in neutral zones, as this will accentuate the 

willingness by the conflicting parties that they are committed to finding solutions by being 

open and transparent. Indeed, the negotiations between Argentina and the UK in the 1970s 

indicated this nuance when high ranking officials visited each other’s countries for meetings. 

Perhaps the exchange of journalists in 2019 was a step in this direction for the Armenia-

Azerbaijani stand-off too. Such activities will be beneficial in reducing the threats of surprise 

attacks and lead to long-lasting peace negotiations.  
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Conclusion 

An analysis of these attacks makes one wonder if they could have been prevented after all, 

and if they were focused on achieving some strategic goals like pushing for compromises at 

the negotiating table or only redrawing the map. These are difficult questions to answer, 

mostly because of the intelligence of the hindsight (or hindsight bias). However, if the many 

miscalculations, incorrect assumptions and poor analyses on both sides had been overturned 

by better analyses, unbiased processing of information and refraining from cognitive rigidity, 

then perhaps the history of the Falkland Islands and Nagorno Karabakh would have panned 

out differently. 

War, according to Clausewitz, is an instrument of policy, while the conduct of war is policy 

itself. Strategic surprise is the product of ‘unpreparedness for political consequences of 

military action’ (Gray, 2005, p. 31) as well as lack of conviction in the power of the pen. If 

we take into account the failure of surprise, we first need to define it correctly. Whether the 

success of the attack refers to the initial surprise or the aftermath. This is because analysis 

and history indicate that in the case of the latter, strategic surprise is often a failure. It 

accelerates the response, which leads to war, making the price of the surprise extraordinarily 

high and losses tragic. Therefore, it creates a lose-lose situation, and has detrimental effects 

in the international forum, particularly for the side that initiated the attack. Hence, making 

the strategy of surprise better suited for battle but not war. In both our cases, the initial shock 

helped to “alter the political balance between the combatants…but…events of the battlefield 

did not unfold according to plan” (Wirtz, 2004).  

Making a realistic assessment of one’s own capabilities, intentions, options, as well as those 

of the enemy, planning a defense mechanism, a clear strategy, setting up solid 

communication and logistic plans are keys to successful surprise attacks. Yet, timing, as they 

say, is everything - it is an ingredient that will make or break such initiatives.   
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A successful surprise attack may also have devastating political consequences for the side 

that carries out the attack. It may lead them to being criticised in the international forum, 

isolated and shunned, economic sanctions may be levied against them and their (grand) 

strategy or future plans may be halted indefinitely, due to their inability to follow the post-

WWII world order – the art of diplomacy and peace. Nevertheless, war is about politics and 

politics is about power, along with all military activities that come with the term power. But 

strangely enough war is also about peace, and that is why peacetimes must be conducted in 

a way that in case another war erupts, they will deter the enemy and serve their political 

ends. This way they will be ready for any strategic surprises that come their way and as such 

reduce certain unpleasantries.   

 

The analyses of our two case studies fall almost perfectly into the domain of the Theory of 

Surprise. And regarding the research questions, as to why strategic surprise was chosen in 

both cases and how was the timing of the attacks decided can be summarised below.  

Strategic surprise is attractive – it is easy to achieve, can give an upper hand to the attacking 

side, and with clever and agile maneuverers can create an environment that may leave the 

adversary in disarray. A surprise attack is also cost and time effective. Thus, as an alluring 

alternative to protracted conflicts, stale negotiations and wounded national pride, it is evident 

why Argentina and Azerbaijan chose strategic surprise. Internal politics, domestic upheavals 

and dissatisfactions were at the core of these decisions and while they yielded initial 

‘positive’ results, we should be wary of the term positive, because in the case of Argentina 

it was not only short lived but also disastrous for their domestic and international politics, 

and in the case of Azerbaijan, while they had minor territorial gains, many lost their lives for 

a war that did not eventually solve the conflict.  
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In the course of analysing the reasons behind the choice of strategic surprise, it also became 

clear how and why the belligerents chose the timing of their surprise attacks. They were both  

short of time in presenting certain gains and fulfilling their political agendas - Argentina 

wanted to celebrate the victory of taking back the Falklands before the 150th Anniversary of 

the loss of the Falklands, and Azerbaijan sought to bring the Armenians to their knees in a 

strategy of attrition, to compromise and forfeit at the negotiations table while simultaneously 

showing that they need to be taken seriously by displaying their power. The timing was also 

ripe in both instances due to their improved military capabilities, trust in the power and 

courage of their armed forces, their dissatisfaction with the negotiations processes, and lastly 

to motivate their populations and distract their attention from other internal woes. 

Incidentally both attacks happened on 2 April, which brings us to the opinion that Spring is 

a popular time to carry out offensive attacks. 

  

Despite the initial surprise and apparent failure of intelligence mechanisms the attacked sides 

worked with great power to restore the balance at the battlefield. The British used the element 

of surprise when they bombed the airfield at Port Stanley; they also worked with elevated 

sense of cooperation and coordination; had close air support; used the cover of the night, and 

modern technologies to counter their unfamiliarity with the terrain; and utilise anti-

submarine protection. Group Captain Tim Garden attributes a lot of the British success to 

the flexibility of airpower…coupled with a unique degree of improvisation” (Garden, 

Winter/December 1983, p. 253). Besides, even if the intelligence analysis would have 

reported about the impending attack sooner, there was little that the British could have done 

as the theatre was over 8000 miles away, requiring weeks to reach the scene.  

The Armenians on their part, fought bravely and coordinated well. Most Armenian lives and 

territories were lost on the first day, meaning that Armenian defense and counterattack 
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worked well despite the initial shock. They defended the border and managed to keep the 

enemy from infiltrating further into Karabakh.   

 

To conclude, when analysing one of Sun Tzu’s grand principles  - “attack him when he is 

unprepared, appear where you are not expected” (Tzu, Section 1, Principle 24) -  we can say 

that both attempts of surprise have succeeded in surprising their opponents, but failed to an 

extent because they were unsuccessful in retaining the odds in their favour, especially after 

the initial shocks wore off. They failed to destroy the enemy completely - another of Sun 

Tzu’s ultimate military missions. The belligerents have also failed in their policies of 

bilateral affairs, policies on post-settlement agreements, and domestic policies on defense 

and security. Notwithstanding the lessons learnt, Argentina still voices its dissatisfaction 

with the UK and the Falkland Islands from time to time. For example, in 2013 the Foreign 

Minister Timerman suggested that Argentina would take control of the Islands within 20 

years (BBC, 5 February 2013). Most recently, in the 2 April tweets of President Alberto 

Fernandez he claimed “sovereignty over our  Malvinas Islands”, on the occasion of the 38th 

anniversary of the Falklands War (MercoPress, 3 April 2020) and in July Argentina 

condemned the British military exercises on the Islands, highlighting its “unjustified show 

of force” (Sputnik News, 17 July 2020)  that provokes Argentina. In the case of Azerbaijan, 

the July 2020 attacks indicate that they continue conducting policies based on military 

strength and the economy of oil. With raised expectations, it is unclear where the escalations 

can lead, whether the Azeri government will succumb to domestic pressures, de-escalate the 

violence at the border, or will it lead to another greater war.  Finally, two things remain 

crucial - diplomacy should never be paused, and as long as military conflicts exist, the 

element of surprise will always remain.    
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